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INTRODUCTION 


An Exploration of the Ex-Presidency 


'I'he American Presidency ... is merely a way station en route to the 
blessed condition of being an ex-President. In office, Herbert Hoovet 
made the nation feel drastically insecure; out of office, he has radiated 
for thirty years a positively atchangelic calm. While Hatry Truman was 
residing in the White House, he gave the impression of being an 
unnerved riverboat gambler improvising his way through the biggest 
crap game in Western history; back home in Independence, he gets 
wiser every year, until in retrospect it seems that we had a combination 
of von Clausewitz, Macaulay, and Ty Cobb supervising our destinies in 
that harried era. 

John Updike 

Whatever vestiges of power went with the tetiring President—the 
grant of $375,000, the office space, the mailing ftank, the military 
helicopter, the Sectet Service—the teal power was gone. 

Doris Kearns, Lyndon Johnson and the American Dream 

'Phere are things I can do as a private citizen, in an unofficial capacity, 
that the President of the United States cannot do. 


Jimmy Catter 
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S PEAKING IN CHICAGO ON THE ONE HUNDRED AND SEVENTY-EIETH 

anniversary of George Washington’s birth, former president Gro¬ 
ver Cleveland, a decade out of office and a year shy of death, wryly 
summed up his conception of the ex-presidency. “What shall be done 
with our ex-presidents.? It has been suggested that they be taken out 
in a five-acre lot and shot. It seems to me, however, that an ex-president 
has already suffered.” 

Cleveland’s mordant observation points to what was until recently 
a perennial concern in American history: What’s to become of our 
former presidents.? These sometimes revered, sometimes notorious, 
but always famous figures once stood at the pinnacle of American po¬ 
litical power; yet the futures they plunged into after leaving office 
have often been uncertain, and this fact alone has frequently left 
Americans uneasy. Absent any formal position for ex-presidents—any 
“president emeritus” chair giving them a defined role in public life— 
would the nation have any way of benefiting from their experience.? 
On the other hand, was it even appropriate for ex-presidents to continue 
to influence American policy after their terms had expired.? And, on a 
more personal level, what would become of the men themselves— 
these descendants of our Founding Fathers.? Should a respectful 
public arrange to provide for them, or should their lives be left simply 
to chance.? 

The question of what should become of former presidents has long 
provoked impassioned debate. In his classic 1888 study The American 
Commonwealth, the British jurist Lord Bryce advocated emulating 
Roman practice and inviting ex-presidents to join the Senate. “They 
managed things better at Rome,” Bryce argued, “gathering into their 
Senate all the fame and experience, all the wisdom and skill of those 
who had ruled and fought as consuls and praetors at home and 
abroad.” With their reservoir of leadership experience, he argued, 
former presidents could prove a boon to Congress’s upper house. 
Others disparaged such ideas. Rutherford B. Hayes argued that the 
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Senate was already turning into a “rich man’s place” and that includ¬ 
ing ex-presidents would run roughshod over “the principle of popular 
government.” 

Years later, populist leader William Jennings Bryan became the 
first major American political figure to propose that former presidents 
become ex-officio members of the Senate. (A three-time presidential 
nominee, Bryan was probably envisioning such a position for his own 
future.) Yet critics were swift to dismiss Bryan’s suggestion. William 
Howard Taft, late of the presidency himself, snickered, “If I must go 
and disappear into oblivion, I prefer to go by the chloroform or lotus 
method. It’s pleasanter and less drawn out.” There was enough chatter 
in the Senate as it was, he added; it needn’t be augmented by “the lu¬ 
cubrations of ex-Presidents.” 

Despite such protests from former presidents, over the years there 
were numerous legislative efforts to make them permanent “represen¬ 
tatives at large,” nonvoting salaried members of Congress. Before the 
Twenty-second Amendment established presidential term limits in 
1951, offering former presidents a lifetime congressional perch seemed 
like a clever way to preclude second-term presidents from launching 
third-term runs. Still, the legislation went nowhere. When asked about 
the prospect, Herbert Hoover threw cold water on it: “Twenty years 
ago, I would have been enthusiastic,” he said. “But at my time of life, 
I don’t look on the prospect of sitting on a hard cushion for several 
hours a day and listening to speeches as being attractive.” During the 
Cold War, there was one final variation on the theme, a proposal to 
make all former presidents members of the National Security Coun¬ 
cil. When that failed, the long-standing quest to harness the wisdom 
and experience of ex-presidents had met its end. 

By the late twentieth century, this durable public yearning to find 
a meaningful official role for former chief executives had been an¬ 
swered by the efforts of the past presidents themselves. Many people 
may have concluded that the examples of public engagement pre¬ 
sented by Jimmy Carter and Bill Clinton in our time are anomalous. 
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If anything, though, the opposite is true: most American presidents 
have found ways to occupy themselves in the public sphere after leav¬ 
ing office—whether politically, philanthropically, remuneratively, or 
redemptively. The image of the former leader retiring to a bucolic life 
was always a half-truth, with only a minority yielding to the blandish¬ 
ments of a tranquil existence. In fact, their lives have been far richer 
and varied than is customarily assumed. 

Few, if any, of our former presidents would have required a cere¬ 
monial post to continue their influence on American life. Some post- 
presidential undertakings are a familiar part of American history, 
among them Thomas Jefferson’s founding of his great Virginia univer¬ 
sity, John Quincy Adams’s astonishing sequel as an antislavery con¬ 
gressman, Ulysses S. Grant’s heartrending last days racing the clock 
to finish his memoir, and Teddy Roosevelt’s flamboyant return to 
political life—not to mention the wholesale reimagining of the ex¬ 
presidency launched by Carter and Clinton. Less celebrated, but 
equally compelling, are the considerable postpresidential activities of 
others: Andrew Jackson’s studied manipulation of electoral politics, 
Rutherford B. Hayes’s varied progressive reforms on behalf of African 
Americans, William Howard Taft’s inspired peace-building efforts, 
Herbert Hoover’s heroic overseas relief work, and Dwight Eisenhow¬ 
er’s strategic advice on Cold War policy among them. 

The reality is that just a handful of former presidents have with¬ 
drawn into anonymity. Some presidents returned to the political arena 
as elected officials, one even signing on to the Confederacy. Others 
sought to regain presidential power via third parties of varying ideo¬ 
logical stripes. Several adopted the mantle of eminence grise and of¬ 
fered their successors wisdom and counsel; more than a few found 
their metier in public service both at home and abroad; and many 
campaigned actively on behalf of potential successors. 

Recent years have seen a sea change in what journalist James Fal¬ 
lows calls “the structure, expectations, and opportunities that come 
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with being an ex-President.” The examples of Carter and Clinton 
have led us to embrace the image of an engage ex-president who 
places primacy on the global commonweal. Whether through securing 
support for natural disaster victims, speaking out against genocide, or 
identifying funding for public health crises, high-profile public ser¬ 
vice is now seen as the natural fulfillment of a former president’s re¬ 
sponsibility to the world. No longer do we worry what will be done 
with former presidents; instead, we wonder what they might do for 
humankind. 

It should be noted that Carter and Clinton didn’t invent this play- 
book. Herbert Hoover’s international food relief efforts spoke to the 
same lofty aspirations. But the recent ex-presidents have amassed 
such large portfolios of diplomatic and humanitarian activities that 
they stand in a class by themselves. The information revolution has 
obviously contributed to their fame, helping these former presidents 
become “celebrity statesmen,” permanent features of the current- 
affairs landscape. “Whether we like it or not, they’re guests in our 
home, 24/7,” says historian Richard Norton Smith. In the digital age, 
the concept of a former head of state slinking quietly into the post- 
presidential night is drifting into obsolescence. 


The Power and Ineluence oe an Ex-President 
-essee- 

The conventional wisdom says that Jimmy Carter’s presidency, in retro¬ 
spect, was merely a stepping-stone for greater things. Political commen¬ 
tators never tire of referring to Carter’s post-White House period as his 
“second term,” and many have dubbed him “our greatest ex-president.” 
As Carter himself noted, “Every President has had a different attitude 
toward the post-presidential years.” But he signaled his own approach 
by declaring that he wasn’t interested in “going into the corporate world 
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or on the permanent lecture tour”; instead, he compiled a resume of 
triumphs that many Americans found significantly more presidential 
than his single term as commander-in-chief 

Kris Kristofferson’s rueful observation that “freedom’s just an¬ 
other word for nothing left to lose” could easily apply to Carter’s post- 
presidential convictions. “I have infinitely more freedom to speak now 
than when I was president,” Carter has admitted. “An ambassador 
speaks for the State Department and the White House; constraints 
that are very severe. I don’t have to speak for my country.” Whether 
mediating conflicts or fighting epidemics. Carter has been widely ap¬ 
plauded for his globe-trotting efforts; and in 2002 he became the first 
former president to win the Nobel Peace Prize. (Teddy Roosevelt and 
Woodrow Wilson won theirs during their presidency.) 

The outspoken Carter doesn’t lack for critics. By inserting him¬ 
self, particularly on the diplomatic side, into contested and politicized 
waters. Carter has invited unsparing attacks, with opponents savaging 
everything from his soft-pedaling of despots such as Slobodan Milosevic 
or Kim Il-Sung to his alleged anti-Zionism. One conservative detrac¬ 
tor, Joshua Muravchik, has dubbed Carter “Our Worst Ex-President.” 
Journalist Robert Kaplan has dismissed Carter’s self-styled diplomacy 
as a series of “high profile stunts” and critiqued his extensive writing 
for its “diminishing returns.” Carter’s 2006 book, Palestine: Peace Not 
kpartheid, fanned the flames of anti-Carter invective, leading to the 
resignation of fourteen members from the Carter Center’s Board of 
Councilors and igniting thunderous condemnation from some pre¬ 
cincts of America’s Jewish community. 

Although few could have foreseen the success of Carter’s charitable 
undertakings after his anguished defeat by Ronald Reagan in 1980, 
the issues animating his single term in office offered a clue. Carter com¬ 
mitted his administration to advance and enforce human rights norms 
as a tool of foreign policy and to strengthen the legitimacy of human 
rights institutions worldwide. And his Herculean negotiations at Camp 
David to broker a deal between Egypt and Israel—not to mention his 
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evangelical background—always reflected an ardor for the holy land. 
Nevertheless, Carter’s extraordinary service these last decades was 
hardly imaginable when he left the White House. 

Similarly unexpected have been the accomplishments of Bill Clin¬ 
ton. The youngest former president since Teddy Roosevelt, the man 
from Hope had everyone wondering what he might do for an encore: 
University president.? Talk-show host.? World Bank president.? Secre¬ 
tary General of the United Nations.? 

“When you leave the presidency,” Clinton said, “you lose your 
power but not your influence.” Nevertheless, that influence “must be 
concentrated in a few areas.” Clinton recognized that “Jimmy Carter 
had made a real difference in his post-presidential years, and I 
thought I could too.” The forty-second president has divided his phil¬ 
anthropic endeavors into several discrete categories, from combating 
high drug prices as a key factor in overcoming public health calamities 
like HIV/AIDS to shining a light on children’s nutrition. Seeking to 
address his administration’s blind spots, Clinton’s foundation main¬ 
tains a clarity of vision and seriousness of purpose. 

Fortunately for Clinton—one former president who savors the 
limelight—a commitment to social change need not come at the cost 
of diminished public attention. The Clinton Global Initiative is an 
example of such a high-profile enterprise: a mass annual convocation 
where world leaders, major capitalists, and international celebrities 
meet at the same time as the UN General Assembly to make substan¬ 
tial financial pledges toward helping to solve the earth’s problems. 
Clinton’s multifaceted role as impresario, spin doctor, auctioneer, and 
salesman is the necessary glue that makes the initiative a success. 

Until the 2008 presidential election, Clinton’s demeanor during 
his postpresidency bore a striking resemblance to Hillary Clinton’s 
deportment in the U.S. Senate: little rancor, an absence of hostility, 
and bipartisanship being its principal features (“Like me, she believes 
in working with Republicans,” Clinton once pointed out). After suf¬ 
fering the slings and arrows of the GOP’s demagogic wing—especially 
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1994’s incoming “Contract with America” class—and the dubious at¬ 
tempt to impeach him in 1997, the former president might have been 
expected to strike out to clear his name. Instead, Clinton took the 
high road and kept focused on delivering good deeds and preferring 
charitable acts to ad hominem attacks. Yet Hillary Clinton’s bruising 
2008 nomination fight against Barack Obama showed another side of 
the former president. Returning full-on to the rough-and-tumble 
world of electoral politics, the consummate politician riddled his 
stump speeches with divisive and uncompromising language—only 
to become a liability to his wife, who was forced to rein him in. It was 
a considerable stain on Clinton’s postpresidential halo. 


The Road to Financial Stability 

—esee— 

Bill Clinton’s influence has been striking in another realm, too: mak¬ 
ing money. Though he didn’t set the standard, Clinton’s success as 
rainmaker for himself and others has raised the bar significantly. Of¬ 
ten charging hundreds of thousands of dollars for a single speech and 
accumulating north of $100 million since leaving office, he is now a 
man of profound wealth. Clinton also employs his postpresidential 
influence to raise funds innovatively—as when he invited the Rolling 
Stones to play at his birthday party and used the event to solicit 
contributions for the William J. Clinton Foundation. Motivational 
speeches at corporate gatherings now seem quaint by contrast. 

As Clinton has demonstrated, former presidents are uniquely po¬ 
sitioned to exploit their status for beneficent purposes. Yet, in recent 
decades, ex-presidents have also proved increasingly adept at raising 
funds for their own benefit, a practice long deemed out of step with 
the virtuous traditions of the Founding Fathers. 

The modern-day practice of using one’s postpresidential years for 
excessive personal enrichment was inaugurated by Gerald Ford. 
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Thrilled at the opportunity to accumulate capital after years of a mod¬ 
est middle-class lifestyle, Ford rapidly joined an array of corporate 
boards, marketing his name to the highest bidder. Never a flashy man 
during his years in public office, as a former president Ford relished 
the accoutrements of high living, purchasing homes in Palm Springs, 
Vail, and Rancho Mirage. Although his acquisitive behavior attracted 
criticism for retailing “the prestige of the presidency,” Ford’s revenue- 
generation machine plowed forward unabated. 

In the late 1980s, however, Ronald Reagan—once Ford’s great 
rival—redefined postpresidential cupidity. In Reagan’s all-too-brief 
compos mentis life after the White House, one striking number stands 
out: the $2 million he earned for a handful of speaking engagements 
in Japan in 1989. A junket in extremis that made Ford’s avarice look 
respectable by comparison, Reagan’s Japanese adventure stands la¬ 
mentably as a defining moment of his ex-presidency. Reagan’s succes¬ 
sor, George H. W. Bush, a former director of the Central Intelligence 
Agency, took an understandably more circumspect path to financial 
reward: the private equity concern for which he consulted for five and 
a half years, the once predominantly military- and aerospace-invested 
Carlyle Group, is not at liberty to divulge the level of Bush’s compen¬ 
sation. 

Faced with the examples of Ford and Reagan, Bush and Clinton, 
it’s easy to forget that U.S. presidents didn’t always have such an easy 
time of things after leaving office. Virginians such as Thomas Jefferson, 
James Madison, and James Monroe lived at best in declining economic 
circumstances and often in relative poverty. Monroe, in fact, spent his 
postpresidential half decade fighting tooth and nail to get congressio¬ 
nal reimbursement for his work as minister to France. Though he was 
eventually paid back, he died in New York City, where he had relo¬ 
cated, empty-handed and destitute. That these towering figures, the 
drafters of the Declaration of Independence and the Constitution 
among them, could fall into such exiguous circumstances confounds 
the modern sensibility. Yet the early presidents reentered private life 


10 / Citizen-in-Chief 


at a time when their young nation was undergoing challenges to its 
plantation-based agricultural economy, and their livelihood suffered as 
a direct result. 

There were cultural transformations as well. Whatever their financial 
hardships, the early southern presidents all remained wedded to the 
institution of slavery, regardless of its human or economic costs. Only 
George Washington put forward a plan to manumit all his slaves (at 
his wife Martha’s death). Six other southerners—Jefferson, Madison, 
Monroe, Jackson, Tyler, and Polk—had postpresidencies that were 
burdened by the peculiar institution. In an effort to resolve the na¬ 
tion’s conflict between the Scylla of states’ rights and the Charybdis 
of federal rule, James Madison in retirement tried unsuccessfully to 
fashion some form of legal remedy. Emphasizing the fragility of the 
union and determined to explain that slavery wasn’t a political imposi¬ 
tion but a way of life, Madison sought other ways to address “the 
dreadful calamity which has so long afflicted our country and filled so 
many with despair.” Madison saw colonization to Africa as a means to 
that end; Monroe agreed, and vociferously enough that during his 
presidency the capital of the new state of Liberia was named Monro¬ 
via in his honor. Nevertheless, slavery remained a drag on the already 
deteriorating plantation life of our former presidents. 

Until the end of the Civil War, it was considered improper to de¬ 
ploy one’s presidential resume in the pursuit of private profit. In line 
with the tenets of early republicanism, a former president was ex¬ 
pected to shield himself from commercial opportunities. After the 
war, as competitive capitalism took root within American society, 
these expectations changed. Serving on corporate boards, writing for 
popular publications, and, of course, speechifying soon became rou¬ 
tine. Though the prospect of today’s earning potential was still years 
away, the opportunities for an ex-president to use his symbolic power 
for surplus income burgeoned during the Gilded Age. 

Not everyone was pleased with this development. In the first half 
of the twentieth century, concerned members of Congress periodically 
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introduced legislation to secure a guaranteed pension for former pres¬ 
idents, to help offset the temptation to exploit their fame commer¬ 
cially. Yet such overtures were met with resistance. To many legislators, 
a pension was tantamount to royal privilege. 

By the mid-1950s, the pendulum had swung back toward offering 
some kind of financial security to former presidents. The journalist 
Richard Rovere wrote of the need to repair “one of the great deficien¬ 
cies in our political system: the failure to provide either a living or a 
dignified function for those who have served as President. Most re¬ 
tired politicians get pensions; many superannuated generals get auto¬ 
mobiles, valets and a good many lifetime perquisites. But we cut off 
our Chief Magistrates and Commanders-in-Chief without a thin dime 
and, what is in some ways worse, with the terrible knowledge that 
they will demean the high office they have held if they scratch for a 
living as most mortals do.” 

The principal cause for Rovere’s concern was Harry Truman, who 
arrived home to Independence, Missouri, in straitened circumstances. 
As Truman told House Speaker Sam Rayburn, “I’m so poor, I don’t 
have a pot to piss in, or a window to throw it out of” The news that 
the former haberdasher-turned-president was unable to pay even the 
postage on his voluminous mail finally forced the hand of Congress, 
and in 1958 it passed the Former Presidents Act, mandating a guaran¬ 
teed salary and a number of perks: a small staff, travel funds, and a 
furnished office. Later measures would ensure Secret Service protec¬ 
tion and a transition budget to help former presidents make the ad¬ 
justment back to private life. With this range of lifetime supports in 
place, the informal office of the ex-presidency was born. 

Trotsky famously said that every revolution has its Thermidor—the 
moment when the revolutionary spirit gives way to counterrevolution¬ 
ary forces. By the 1980s, the steadily increasing privileges in the eco¬ 
nomic livelihood of our former presidents began to generate significant 
resistance. There were charges that taxpayer-supported perquisites 
afforded to former presidents (and their spouses) had spiraled out of 
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control and must be sheared. Each new administration seemed to 
present some new disgrace; Richard Nixon received two hundred 
thousand dollars in transition expenses despite resigning the office; 
Jimmy Carter purchased a twelve-thousand-dollar Oriental rug; Jerry 
Ford got his car washed—all on the taxpayer’s nickel. In an age when 
ex-presidents can earn millions, guaranteeing them a salary and ben¬ 
efits equal to those of a cabinet secretary ran counter to logic. 


Preserving the Legacy 

-ese- 

Just a few years before the Former Presidents Act was passed, Con¬ 
gress established a private-public partnership for building and main¬ 
taining presidential libraries. The enduring challenge of how 
presidents should be preserved both financially and in terms of their 
legacy thus found two answers in rapid succession. Not surprisingly, 
the presidential library, once a humble venue for housing a chief ex¬ 
ecutive’s materials, has become a form of big business. 

The swelling of the presidential library system has been a boon to 
former Oval Office residents eager to manage the narrative of their 
presidency. Before the Presidential Libraries Act of 1955, the catch- 
as-catch-can quality of material preservation was a recipe for disaster. 
Untold numbers of documents from at least a few dozen presidents 
were lost forever due to the absence of a formalized archival process. 
Today, all presidential records belong to the people, and the National 
Archives and Records Administration is the government’s caretaker, 
overseeing the twelve existing libraries from coast to coast, from 
Franklin Roosevelt’s in Hyde Park, New York, to Ronald Reagan’s in 
Simi Valley, California. 

Since the early, unpretentious repositories for presidential materials, 
library complexes have galloped ahead in size and monumentality. 
Lyndon Johnson’s papers are enshrined in a windowless monolith at 
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the University of Texas; Ronald Reagan’s in a ninety-thousand-square- 
foot hangarlike pavilion housing Air Force One; and Bill Clinton’s in 
his elaborate “bridge to the twenty-first century” showpiece in Little 
Rock, Arkansas. The funds to build these increasingly outsized struc¬ 
tures come from the private sector, in which transparency require¬ 
ments are largely nonexistent. Foreign corporations and sovereign 
governments can pay what they wish, even before a president’s term 
in office is over—raising problematic questions of conflict of interest. 
There have long been calls for legislation to make such donor funds 
public, but to date Congress has made only meager advances in that 
direction. 

The George W. Bush Presidential Library, reportedly budgeted at 
$.500 million, will become the thirteenth library in the system when 
completed at Southern Methodist University (SMU) in Dallas. Most 
contentiously, it will have a public affairs body, provisionally called the 
Freedom Institute, which will operate largely outside the jurisdiction 
of SMU’s general administration. Similar to the 1980s conflicts over 
Ronald Reagan’s proposed library and think tank at Stanford Univer¬ 
sity and Richard Nixon’s planned museum and archives at Duke Uni¬ 
versity, George W. Bush’s complex has provoked heated protest and 
debate. Eventually, Reagan and Nixon were forced to turn elsewhere 
and set up shop in Southern California; George W. Bush, however, has 
prevailed, winning the day in Dallas. Despite faculty anger that a 
campus-based think tank would serve to burnish an unpopular presi¬ 
dent and misguided war, the prize of the Bush library and its associ¬ 
ated institute proved too big a draw for SMU to reconsider. 

The proposed cost of the Bush library raises the obvious question 
of how to identify adequate funds for such a venture. Bush’s low ap¬ 
proval ratings and a series of GOP scandals put a damper on the effort 
during Bush’s time in office. Yet at least one former presidential library 
fund-raiser felt that Bush’s fund-raising assignment “won’t be that 
difficult,” suggesting that “the least the corporations that [benefited 
from] Bush’s war could do for him is to put up a few million dollars.” 
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Despite the downturn in the fortunes of neoconservatism, political 
analyst Rhodes Cook believes that the “power of being proven right” 
will still influence the Right to give generously: “A lot of conservatives 
continue to respect Bush and will work hand in glove to fund his 
ex-presidency to prove their rectitude.” 


Stumping for the Party 

-esse- 

Whereas George W. Bush’s projected think tank will be a repository 
for Republican ideas, at some point Bush will also be asked to cam¬ 
paign on behalf of the Republican Party. Presidents with low approval 
ratings—think of Richard Nixon and Jimmy Carter—are often shunned 
once they leave office. Eventually, though, the Republican National 
Committee and individual candidates will solicit the former presi¬ 
dent’s backing when running for election, and Bush will return to the 
political stage in earnest. For conservative districts in beet red states, 
there may not even be a time delay. 

Stumping for political candidates became a formal pursuit for former 
presidents toward the end of the nineteenth century. In early America, 
the very notion of parties and partisanship was perceived as unrepubli¬ 
can, a departure from virtuous behavior. But behind the scenes, 
George Washington himself, who explicitly professed an antipathy to 
factionalism, was unable to resist backing favorite horses like Patrick 
Henry. He wasn’t alone. Other out-of-office Founding Fathers voiced 
their concerns about parties and elections through letters and other 
channels. 

From his plantation perch in Nashville, Tennessee, Andrew Jack- 
son helped secure the Democratic nomination and eventually the pres¬ 
idency for his fellow Tennessean slaveholder and Texas annexationist 
James Polk—over another of his former proteges, Martin Van Buren. 
During the Civil War period, all five living ex-presidents voted in 
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lockstep against Lincoln. Reconstruction Era and Gilded Age 
ex-presidents offered their services, making public addresses on be¬ 
half of their parties; in one memorable case, exiting Democratic stal¬ 
wart Grover Cleveland even bolted the party at the nomination of 
progressive reformer William Jennings Bryan. And Teddy Roosevelt’s 
thunderous return to the political scene following his well-publicized 
African trip in 1910 began a tradition of ex-presidents stumping loudly 
for favorite candidates. 

Since Teddy Roosevelt, few former president have failed to cam¬ 
paign for fellow partisans. Sometimes former leaders have tried to re¬ 
animate interest in their own positions. Herbert Hoover, for example, 
recovered from the abyss of the Great Depression and his accompany¬ 
ing loss to Franklin Roosevelt to spend three decades pressing candi¬ 
dates to conform to his flavor of conservatism. From convention stump 
speech to radio address to campaign stop. Hoover worked tirelessly to 
raise the fortunes of his Grand Old Party. His confidence that he 
alone possessed the keys to Republican salvation left little room for 
robust debate. Nonetheless, his contrarian voice was a constant fea¬ 
ture of America’s political firmament until well after World War II. 

While Hoover felt little compunction about airing his views, regard¬ 
less of who was listening, Harry Truman had a harder time adjusting to 
the realities of political life after the presidency. Lending his political 
support to dark-horse candidates in 1956 and 1960—instead of the 
Democratic Party’s prophets of change, Adlai Stevenson and John 
Kennedy—Truman held out hope for a replay of an earlier era while 
seeking affirmation of his continued relevance. 

A select few former presidents have actually had the chance to 
campaign for immediate family members. A late octogenarian when 
his son triumphed over Andrew Jackson in the notorious election of 
1824, John Adams was able to offer little more than moral support. His 
fellow New England Brahmin George H. W. Bush also kept an arm’s- 
length relationship and played only a modest role on the campaign 
trail, but was thrilled to have his friend and former secretary of state 
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James Baker help his son triumph in another notorious election at the 
dawn of the twenty-first century. 

Bill Clinton took another tack entirely. After leaving office, Clin¬ 
ton said, “I made up my mind that I would not be someone who spent 
the rest of his life wishing I were still president. That seemed to be a 
stupid way to waste a day and also an arrogant thing.” Instead, he spent 
at least some of his time wishing that someone else would become 
president—his wife. Toward the end of his second term, Clinton sug¬ 
gested that the next twenty years would be his wife’s time to lead. He 
played a front-and-center role during Hillary Clinton’s campaigns for 
reelection to the Senate in 2006 and, as noted, the Democratic presi¬ 
dential nomination in 2008—and employed a small army of campaign 
workers whose job it was to vet any document that might have offered 
fodder to her enemies. 


Reinhabiting Political Office 

-esse- 

As the Clintons left the White House, one persistent rumor was that 
the former president might consider running for mayor of New York. 
Though the idea of one of the world’s greatest politicians tackling the 
“second hardest job in America” was intriguing, in contemporary 
America it was also farfetched. In the postwar period, only Gerald 
Ford had seriously entertained seeking political office once again, 
coming startlingly close to forging a deal to become Ronald Reagan’s 
running mate in 1980. 

Returning to electoral politics was not always an aberration. There 
are four cases of presidents who have won political office after the White 
House: John Quincy Adams’s radical turn to the House of Representa¬ 
tives in 1831; John Tyler’s ignominious election to the Confederate Con¬ 
gress sixteen years after leaving power; Andrew Johnson’s securing of a 
Senate seat in 1875 following his impeachment-plagued completion of 
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Lincoln’s presidency; and Grover Cleveland’s nonconsecutive second 
term, which rendered him the only president to achieve two postpresi¬ 
dencies. (After his loss in 1888, Cleveland’s wife, twenty-seven years his 
junior, presciently told a White House servant, “I want you to take good 
care of all the furniture and ornaments in the house, for I want to find 
everything just as it is now when we come back again.”) 

A number of former presidents have also made significant efforts to 
reclaim the presidential mantle. Martin Van Buren ran for the office 
under the Free Soil Party’s banner in 1848; Millard Fillmore campaigned 
under the nativist American Party (also known as the Know-Nothings) 
in 1856; U. S. Grant fell short in his bid for a third term at the 1880 Re¬ 
publican convention (though he was leading after thirty-five ballots); 
and Teddy Roosevelt made his fantastic insider/outsider run on the Bull 
Moose ticket in 1912’s “election of the century.” 

On occasion, such aspirations have been marked by delusions of 
reelectability on the part of politicians who might have known better. 
In 1923, ten months before his death, a battered Woodrow Wilson still 
fantasized that a third term was in reach. Teddy Roosevelt quietly 
expected to launch another comeback in 1920, a prospect complicated 
by his untimely death in 1919. Most shocking of all was Herbert 
Hoover’s illusory hope of a rematch against FDR: as the Republican 
Party met in Philadelphia’s steamy Convention Hall in July 1940, 
Hoover sat in the stands, calmly indulging a romantic fantasy that he 
would be anointed as that year’s GOP dark horse. 


A Commitment to Public Service 

-es»e- 

Even without returning to elected office, many former presidents have 
found ways to impart their knowledge and experience both at the 
behest of sitting presidents and in their own right as private citizens. 
Thomas Jefferson’s late work of genius, the University of Virginia, is 
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an example of the latter. Bothered by the religious concentration of his 
alma mater, William and Mary, Jefferson set out to establish an institu¬ 
tion that would not be undergirded by religious precepts. Chartered by 
the Commonwealth and publicly funded, the university gathered its 
first class in 1825, a year before Jefferson’s death. Sadly, the former 
president—who had hoped to find his new institution populated by 
civic-minded Jeffersons in miniature—was confronted instead with 
drunken blowhards whom he was forced to reproach. Despite the cold 
shower, Jefferson’s accomplishment in Charlottesville is nothing short 
of astonishing, and the university he founded stands as an eloquent fi¬ 
nal testament to his ideals. 

More than half a century later, Rutherford B. Hayes picked up 
Jefferson’s pedagogical mantle—this time promoting education not 
for the sons of the elite, but for the offspring of the enslaved. After his 
single term in office, Hayes oversaw a foundation that advanced the 
vocational and general learning of African Americans. Paternalistic in 
tone, the fund nonetheless ensured that many Negro colleges were 
kept afloat, and no less a figure than W. E. B. DuBois extolled the 
former president for his “tireless energy and single-heartedness for 
the interests of my Race.” Despite Hayes’s noble efforts, he could 
never escape the stigma of the infamous 1876 election that ended Re¬ 
construction and gave him the presidency. 

Herbert Hoover also knew from stigma. Over his long postpresi- 
dential life. Hoover never lived down his ineffectual performance 
during the worst economic crisis of the twentieth century. As a result, 
Hoover’s staggering humanitarian relief work both before and after 
his catastrophic term in office has often been overlooked. In three 
months alone in 1946, he and his pro bono staff logged fifty thousand 
miles in trying to tackle Europe’s perilous food shortages and help 
stabilize its famine emergency. The following year. Hoover devised a 
school meals program in America that eventually served forty thousand 
tons of food and 3.5 million meals to children. No matter the success of 
the “Hoover-meals,” it was the Depression era’s notorious “Hoovervilles” 
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that entered the lexicon instead, the former president’s laudable relief 
efforts largely ignored by posterity. 


Rehabilitation and Vindication 

-ese- 

Historian Joan Hoff has observed that one constant in the story of the 
American postpresidency is the urge of middling or failed presidents 
to transcend their legacy. As Carter and Clinton have demonstrated, 
humanitarianism is an obvious way to turn the page. But other presi¬ 
dents have tried other means—the locus classicus among them being 
Richard Nixon, who dispensed with humanitarian gestures and spent 
his remaining years in a long and concerted campaign to refurbish his 
tarnished reputation. 

Resurrection was the central leitmotif of Nixon’s ex-presidency. 
Once called “the political figure who has been revived more times than 
Oklahomair Nixon managed a partial, but substantial, metamorphosis 
from the disgraced progenitor of Watergate to the Sage of Saddle River, 
a fount of realpolitik sought out by presidents from Reagan to Clinton. 
(Small wonder his presidential library used to screen the film Never 
Give Up) By publishing a string of instruction manuals on foreign af¬ 
fairs, seizing opportune moments for op-ed contributions, and making 
high-profile visits to China, Russia, and elsewhere, Nixon bought back 
respectability with strategic segments of the hien-pensant. Bill Clinton, 
who profited from Nixon’s advice on Russia during the first year of his 
presidency, provided the capstone by proffering an overly indulgent 
eulogy at Nixon’s funeral: “May the day of judging President Nixon on 
anything less than his entire life and career come to a close,” Clinton 
pronounced. In death, Nixon’s final comeback was complete. 

The postpresidency of Nixon’s liberator, Gerald Ford, demonstrates 
a more indirect route to upgrading one’s legacy. Though Ford’s life after 
the Oval Office certainly involved its notable share of moneymaking 
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ventures and golf tournaments, it also confirmed his long-standing ten¬ 
dency to back political positions that were out of step with the Republi¬ 
can Party establishment. Ford favored affirmative action, supported the 
Equal Rights Amendment, questioned the OOP’s rigid pro-life stance, 
addressed (with Carter) the subjectivity of the Palestinian people, and 
even tried—unsuccessfully—to broker a deal to end the attempted im¬ 
peachment of Bill Clinton. In today’s polarized ideological climate. Ford 
can be justly hailed as a sane voice of the moderate middle. 

The memoir is one more potential tool for any president bent on 
burnishing his legacy. The genre has seen few unqualified successes; 
U. S. Crant’s stirring literary recollections of his life before the presi¬ 
dency are usually acknowledged to have set the standard for the field, 
but many others—including Flerbert Floover’s impenetrable four 
volumes—are read only by the most fanatical aficionados. What should 
have been a master class in the machinations of power politics, Lyn¬ 
don Johnson’s memoir. The Vantage Point, is instead an anodyne, light¬ 
weight account of little general interest. Yet now and then a variation 
on the theme has emerged that has an impact on public conscious¬ 
ness; Merle Miller’s bestselling oral biography of Flarry Truman, Plain 
Speaking, stirred a longing for the “truth-telling” of Truman’s time 
during the Watergate era of distrust and cynicism. Despite later chal¬ 
lenges to the veracity of Truman’s remarks, the book had long made 
its mark on the general population. 


George W. Bush’s Future.? 

-esse- 

It is an open question how the forty-third commander-in-chief will 
shape his own postpresidency—whether he will conform to the mod¬ 
ern model, in which charitable activities and the pursuit of money take 
pride of place, or whether he will chart some new course. To what ex¬ 
tent will George W. Bush’s presidency, racked as it has been by global 
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indignation, undermine his potential for humanitarian engagement? 
What means exist to rehabilitate a legacy scarred by an unpopular war? 
Will lucrative consultancies and speeches offer the tempting path of 
least resistance? 

Only sixty-two when leaving office in 2009, Bush confronts a wide 
open, and thus uncertain, future. He has said little about his aspira¬ 
tions, aside from expressing a general interest in his presidential com¬ 
plex and a desire to make money—“replenishing the of coffers,” as 
he told one journalist. Seasoned observers of the Texas scene, like po¬ 
litical journalists Louis Dubose and Robert Bryce, are at a loss to 
predict his next move. “What strikes me about Bush is his lack of a 
character arc,” Dubose explains. “He’s the same guy who was gover¬ 
nor here, who was then the same guy with whom I occasionally played 
basketball at the downtown Y in Houston in the 70s. . . . Bush is a 
character in stasis, which makes gaming his next move so challeng¬ 
ing.” Bush’s personality and temperament while in the White House 
seem to mirror these sentiments. He was a man outwardly untroubled 
by the usual stresses and anxieties of executive power. Sustaining a 
rigorous certitude that history will prove him right, and unfazed by 
the Sturm und Drang of even a wartime presidency—a psychological 
strain that demoralized LBJ and tormented Nixon—Bush has always 
evinced a righteousness untouched by ambivalence. 

Bush will probably take time before settling on his future. He 
plans to live near his Dallas presidential library, but will likely spend 
considerable time at his Crawford ranch. “I can just envision getting 
in the car, getting bored, going down to the ranch,” he says. Return¬ 
ing to the ranch probably won’t be as sharp a departure for Bush as it 
was for Lyndon Johnson in 1969. (“He’s become a goddamn farmer,” 
one Johnson friend complained at the time. “I want to talk Demo¬ 
cratic politics, he only talks hog prices.”) Bush has spent more time at 
home during his tenure in office than any other modern president. 

It seems doubtful that George W. Bush will follow the path of Rich¬ 
ard Nixon, who wrote a series of policy books in a concerted effort to 
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vindicate the catastrophe of Watergate. There is also strikingly little in 
Bush’s background to suggest that international humanitarian work, a 
la Carter and Clinton, could become a passion. And in contrast with 
Eisenhower and even his own father. Bush’s foreign affairs record is 
unlikely to lead to invitations to consult on geostrategic policy in the 
near term. 

Among postwar heads of state, the closest model for Bush could 
be Gerald Ford, whose predilection for the good life he may yet prove 
to share. As noted, however. Ford remained a political moderate—a 
kind of maverick bipartisan—until his death. Bush may be more likely 
to continue his calls for democracy promotion American-style, reviv¬ 
ing his presidency’s “freedom on the march” homilies for a hard-core 
conservative audience. Ultimately, the nearest point of comparison for 
Bush may be James Buchanan, the copperhead president from Penn¬ 
sylvania, who spent his post-White House years unapologetically 
fighting for exculpation of his Civil War sins. 

Should the next legislature seek to investigate claims that his ad¬ 
ministration engaged in abuses of power, George W. Bush may repeat 
a common refrain of his presidency; the invocation of executive privi¬ 
lege. Harry Truman was the first former president to invoke executive 
privilege after the White House. During the McCarthy period, Tru¬ 
man rebuffed a subpoena to testify about his appointment of Trea¬ 
sury Department official Harry Dexter White—then suspected of 
spying for the Soviets—on the grounds of executive privilege. In the 
late 1970s, Nixon did the same over Vietnam. Bush may yet face simi¬ 
lar challenges as he struggles to fend off congressional investigations 
into the conduct of the war on terrorism. 

Speculation about Bush’s future does suggest one tantalizing 
wild-card prospect, a job Bush coveted long before the onset of his po¬ 
litical career: commissioner of Major League Baseball. A managing 
general partner of the Texas Rangers from 1989 to 1994, Bush has long 
been entranced by the sport. “I never dreamed about being president,” 
he says. “When I was growing up, I wanted to be Willie Mays.” 


Introduction: An Exploration of tfie Ex-Presidency / 23 


After Bush family friend Fay Vincent was ejected as commis¬ 
sioner in September 1992, Vincent recalls Bush asking him, “Fay, 
what do you think about me becoming commissioner? Do you think 
Fd make a good commissioner?” Bush added that Bud Selig, then act¬ 
ing commissioner and head of Major League Baseball’s Executive 
Council, “would love to have me be commissioner and he tells me that 
he can deliver it.” Vincent tried to set the wheels in motion, but he 
soon gathered that Selig was being disingenuous—that in fact 
he wanted the job for himself “Fm afraid Selig is bullshitting you,” he 
was finally forced to tell Bush. 

If Bush had been offered the commissioner’s slot, he might have 
forgone his gubernatorial run against Ann Richards in 1994. (One 
wonders how different the world would look today had Bush gotten 
the job.) But he may still get his opportunity: as chance would have 
it. Bud Selig plans to step down for good in 2012 at the age of 
seventy-eight. After enduring a thousand days out of office. Bush could 
be primed to go after the position he has wanted for years. The pay, at 
least, would be hard to beat: in 2006 Selig pulled down $15 million. 
That kind of salary might relieve Bush of the obligation to keynote 
rubber-chicken dinners for Bechtel and Flalliburton. 

From leader of the free world to commissioner of baseball? It’s a 
thought-provoking notion—and yet probably a long shot. It’s unlikely 
that Major League Baseball, hugely profitable in the recent past, 
would run the risk of what would surely be a politically divisive choice. 
Moreover, a former president could never attend a game without 
an enormous security envelope. Former Reagan and Bush senior aide 
Marlin Fitzwater is hard-pressed to imagine Bush committing to such 
an all-encompassing role. “He will have so many choices and options,” 
Fitzwater says. “I don’t think any former president would want to tie 
himself down with a full-time job.” 

Ultimately, of course, we can only watch and wait. For the familiar 
caveat applies as surely to former presidents as it does to financial 
funds: past performance is no guarantee of future results. 




GETTING SOLVENT 

The Financial Journey of Past Presidents 


It is a national disgrace that our Presidents . . . should be cast adrift, 
and perhaps be compelled to keep a corner grocery for subsistence. . . . 
We elect a man to the Presidency, expect him to be honest, to give up 
a lucrative profession, perhaps, and after we [are] done with him we let 
him go into seclusion and perhaps poverty. 

Millard Fillmore 

I never had a nickel to my name until I got out of the White House, 
and now Pm a millionaire, the most favored person for the Washington 
Republicans. I get a tax cut every year, no matter what our needs are. 

Bill Clinton 

[Gerald Ford] has become the presidential equivalent of Joe Louis, 
who ended his days as a greeter for a Las Vegas hotel. 

Richard Cohen, The Washington Post 


R eturning by train on his own dime and moving into iiis 
mother-in-law’s house, Harry Truman found his January 1953 
exit from the White House a sobering experience. With no Air Force 
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One to guarantee a soft landing, no million-dollar transition fund to 
help him segue into private life, no plush office awaiting administra¬ 
tive staff, the former president confronted a subdued and humbling 
homecoming. 

Nearly half a century later. Bill Clinton’s departure could not have 
been more different. Forsaking Little Rock and removing to New 
York, Clinton left office blessed with a rich array of perks and a 
wide-open opportunity to capitalize on his fame. Waiting in the wings 
were a host of record-setting book deals for him and his wife, unpre¬ 
cedented speaking fees (over $9 million his first year alone), and an 
eight-thousand-square-foot office space in Harlem that would become 
headquarters for his worldwide fund-raising operations. The ex¬ 
presidency, once a burden to bear, now had the marks of la dolce 
vita. 

Compensation for presidents and ex-presidents alike has long been 
a contested question. The opening salvo in the debate occurred during 
the Constitutional Convention of 1787, when Benjamin Franklin pro¬ 
posed that a president receive no recompense whatsoever. Franklin 
wanted to diminish what he believed was human nature’s overriding 
passion: avarice. Two stays in England before the Revolution con¬ 
vinced him that corruption was inherent to English political life, and 
helped seed his “Utopian Idea” of a nonsalaried chief magistrate in 
America. “That we can never find men to serve us in the Executive 
department, without paying them well for their services,” he declared, 
was a false premise and one that risked creating institutional birth 
defects. 

Franklin’s advice went unheeded. The convention decided to 
grant the commander-in-chief a twenty-five-thousand-dollar salary 
and a rent-free mansion. Yet what appeared to be a generous offer was 
not generous enough. Although Congress occasionally allocated sepa¬ 
rate funds, presidents were generally expected to use their personal 
income to finance the standard accoutrements of White House 
life—public receptions, banquets, furnishings, and staff Many ended 
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up saving nothing during their tenure, and most left the office deep in 
debt. Thomas Jefferson found himself eight thousand dollars in the 
hole simply from the invoices accrued during his final year in power. 

Compounding the pain of debt, once out of power most presi¬ 
dents were loath to engage in the kinds of commercial pursuits that 
might have restored them financially. Republican ideas of virtue, nur¬ 
tured and fostered by the Founding Fathers, held that commerce was 
a stain on the reputation of the presidency and something to be 
shunned. For decades, most departing presidents felt compelled to 
uphold an informal obligation to refrain from exploiting the symbolic 
power of their former position. 

Not until after the Civil War were the financial restraints on for¬ 
mer presidents finally adjusted. The new capitalist ethic altered the 
playing field; generating income from commercial transactions was no 
longer perceived as antithetical to the country’s value system. The 
ruthless accessories of capitalism’s forward march—graft, acquisitive¬ 
ness, and inequality—benefited the ex-presidential class. According 
to historian Flenry Graff, “Puritan America was trying to find moral 
justification for the relatively easier accumulation of money,” and sin¬ 
gled out robber barons, corrupt bosses, and rapacious industrialists as 
villainous exceptions to the rule. For the rest of America, there was no 
shame in turning a legitimate business profit—and former presidents 
were hardly blamed for pursuing a decent living after leaving office, 
whether in law, business, writing, or speaking for pay. 


Surpluses and Deficits of the Virginia Founders 

-es»e- 

In the beginning, George Washington acknowledged his kismet. The 
only one of the early Virginia presidents not to be enveloped by the 
tyranny of arrears, Washington wrote in 1799 that “Were it not for oc¬ 
casional supplies of money in payment for lands sold within the last 
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four or five years to the amount of upwards of $50,000,” he too would 
have been mired “in debt and difficulties.” 

Washington’s good fortune was a product of diligence and foresight. 
Having acquired his first piece of land in western Virginia’s Shenan¬ 
doah Valley before turning twenty, and educated himself on Pennsylva¬ 
nia investments during the French and Indian War, Washington was 
seasoned in the burgeoning business of land speculation. (He also bore 
witness to the regrettable circumstances of others who gambled poorly 
and landed in debtors’ prison—friends like Henry Lee and Robert 
Morris, the latter who, before meeting such a fate, had been celebrated 
as the “Financier of the Revolution.”) 

Out of office, Washington ventured conservatively and forswore 
borrowing on assets purchased with loans, pledging “never [to] under¬ 
take anything without perceiving a door to the accomplishment in a 
reasonable amount of time with my own resources.” His prudence 
paid off Moreover, Washington was rarely beset by the challenge of 
managing distant lands; there was never a shortage of people eager to 
assist the retired general-president in administering his real estate. 
Reluctant to use his position for financial gain when in power, once 
out of office he became “shameless, asking government officials and 
private individuals to assess the value of tracts, see to surveying and 
improvements, advise him as to the reliability of respective buyers, 
[and] collect sums due to him.” 

Despite his acumen and land-holding successes, especially com¬ 
pared with his Virginia successors, Washington was nevertheless cash 
poor; he often resorted to selling property to make money, but fre¬ 
quently failed to receive full payment. The refurbishing of Mount 
Vernon, and the mouths he had to feed there, only aggravated his bur¬ 
den. Washington left half his slaves in Philadelphia when he returned 
home in 1797, planning to rent out parts of his plantation to freedmen. 
But the scheme was unsuccessful; by 1798 Washington was forced to 
secure a bank loan, his lack of ready cash forcing him into what he 
considered “a ruinous mode of obtaining money.” 
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Despite its rundown state when Washington left Philadelphia, 
Mount Vernon did provide the former president with an income. In 
his first year out of office, Washington established a 2,250-square-foot 
distillery that produced twelve thousand gallons of corn and rye whis¬ 
key and fruit brandy, and became one of the new republic’s largest 
whiskey distillers. (Early Americans were mighty imbibers, consum¬ 
ing three times as much alcohol as their counterparts today.) 

At his death, Washington’s estate was valued at more than half a 
million dollars, predominantly in land and stock, making him one of 
the wealthiest persons in the country. His twenty-seven-page will, writ¬ 
ten on watermarked paper in the summer of 1799, liberated his slaves, 
with additional provisions for the elderly and young, upon his wife’s 
passing. As the foremost historian of Washington’s finances concluded: 
“His greatness, in the last analysis, rests upon the fact that he was by 
nature and by thorough training the greatest businessman of his time.” 

The same could not be said, alas, for Washington’s successors. 
Thomas Jefferson, James Madison, James Monroe, and Andrew Jack- 
son were besieged by debt for almost their entire postpresidential life. 
Confronted by the prospect of relative poverty, they borrowed money, 
sold off land, and marketed their personal collections. As relatively 
large slaveholders, the early presidents were also held back by the 
intensifying contradictions and economic inviolability of plantation 
life. The vast landholdings and slave workforce of the plantation 
model required a level of oversight and investment causing many to 
become “prisoners of their own plantations.” In this era before agri¬ 
cultural innovation had made more efficient plowing and harvesting 
possible, gentlemen farmers like James Madison soon concluded that 
slavery and farming were incompatible. Yet these slaveholding 
ex-presidents rarely divested themselves of their human property. 

Virginia underwent profound economic changes in the period after 
Washington’s death. In the first quarter of the nineteenth century, the 
profitable Virginia lifestyle, driven for two centuries by slaveholding and 
major cash crops like tobacco, was nearing obsolescence. The emergence 
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of a world economy, the rise of the Kentucky region as a source of com¬ 
petition, and the advent of cotton as a marketable commodity all con¬ 
tributed to the attenuation of the Virginia way of life. The Old Dominion 
dropped from first to fifth among the states in population, had almost no 
resident growth (while the country exploded), and developed only the 
meagerest of industry. With the peculiar institution exacerbating its de¬ 
cay, Virginia was a state in radical decline—and the early Virginia presi¬ 
dents were caught in the transition. 

Suspicious of the commercial and market forces that were over¬ 
turning his agricultural conventions, Thomas Jefferson clung to his 
belief in the ideal of the yeoman farmer; the rash of competitive com¬ 
merce streaking through the North left him cold. While he grudg¬ 
ingly accepted new forms of exchange, such as the sale of cash crops 
abroad, Jefferson viewed the new institutions of capitalism—banks 
and stock markets—as inherently foreign and dangerous. 

Although they accelerated the deterioration of his condition, the 
changes in Virginia’s economic profile were hardly Jefferson’s only 
problem. Far more immediate and significant were the debts he had 
accumulated—from outstanding liabilities on his father-in-law’s es¬ 
tate and pre-Revolutionary War loans from British firms, to his unsus¬ 
tainable affinity for the good life. Though he owned two hundred 
slaves and more than ten thousand acres of land, Jefferson’s life out of 
office was economically unforgiving. 

Jefferson felt the oppression keenly. “Instead of the unalloyed 
happiness of retiring unembarrassed and independent, to the enjoy¬ 
ment of my estate,” he said regretfully upon his retirement, “I have to 
pass such a length of time in a thraldom of mind never before known 
to me.” Yet he did little to address the problem. Jefferson was consti¬ 
tutionally incapable of curbing his spending, his polymathic interests 
motivating purchases far and wide. His personal debt was ironic, given 
his political conviction that any form of governmental debt was an in¬ 
justice to be avoided at all cost. “I place economy among the first and 
most important virtues,” he wrote, “and public debt as the greatest of 
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dangers to be feared.” Still, his righteous disdain for public debt never 
figured into his private habits. 

The constant flow of visitors to Monticello—he sometimes hosted 
more than a hundred at a time—presented a further burden. And there 
were more permanent guests: Jefferson’s only surviving child from his 
marriage to Martha Skelton, Martha (Patsy) Randolph, lived there 
with her underemployed husband (whose debt exceeded even Jeffer¬ 
son’s) and children. Selling land was Jefferson’s only practical source 
of income and sole means to pay off his debts—especially since he 
refused any form of paid labor. 

Jefferson was also faced with crippling litigation in his later years. 
Landholder Edward Livingston filed suit against him in Richmond, 
Virginia, in the circuit court of Jefferson’s foe and second cousin, John 
Marshall. The issue concerned a Livingston-owned New Orleans 
river property that Jefferson had ordered federal marshals to seize 
during his presidency, arguing that it obstructed access to the Missis¬ 
sippi River. Livingston sued for one hundred thousand dollars, but he 
really just wanted his land back. While the suit was thrown out, the 
case was costly to Jefferson in time and resources alike. 

By 1814, Jefferson’s economic situation had become so parlous 
that he was forced to sell to Congress his treasured personal library of 
over six thousand volumes. The timing was right; the British had 
torched the Library of Congress not long before, and Congress’s need 
for books dovetailed with Jefferson’s need for cash. The final price 
Jefferson received, just under twenty-four thousand dollars, was half 
its market value. The bulk of the funds went to repay Jefferson’s 
creditors, including Polish Revolutionary War general Tadeusz Ko- 
sciuszko and former private secretary William Short. Though Jeffer¬ 
son took no credit for the Library’s rebirth, “the institution that 
emerged from the ashes after the war” was essentially his creation, as 
biographer Dumas Malone noted. 

Yet Jefferson’s solvency was eventually overcome by his acquisi¬ 
tiveness. Tormented by the loss of his collection—“I cannot live without 
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books,” he wrote—he soon began building another library, though 
the costs would surely diminish the remaining proceeds from his sale 
to Congress. Whatever his financial circumstances, Jefferson retained 
an abiding faith that all things must pass. “Somehow or other these 
things find their way out as they come in and so I suppose they will 
now.” Jefferson saw his economic problems as “an approaching wave 
in a storm,” but remained determined to “live as long, eat as much, 
and drink as much, as if the wave had already glided under the ship.” 

But even Jefferson could only cling to such optimism for so long. 
When the young nation entered its first financial crisis, the panic of 
1819, Jefferson’s longtime escape hatch—his ability to generate in¬ 
come by selling land—was finally closed off His status in Virginia al¬ 
lowed him to run up bills that he never paid, but that was small 
consolation. Although he was bailed out by friends, Jefferson’s situa¬ 
tion continued its descent—especially after he invested in a local 
flour mill that would generate virtually no net value. Worse, he was 
forced to pay compound interest on an ill-advised loan to his grand¬ 
son’s father-in-law. Even his monumental labors to establish the 
University of Virginia were financed with borrowed funds. 

The last months of Jefferson’s life may have been his most emo¬ 
tionally taxing. Faced with a hovering debt of a hundred thousand 
dollars, he was forced to appeal to the Virginia General Assembly for 
the legal right to sell off Monticello itself (though not the slaves who 
lived there). A letter to a friend, sitting Virginia legislator Joseph Ca¬ 
bell, presents the evidence in painful detail: “My application to the 
legislature is for permission to dispose of property ... in a way which, 
bringing a fair price for it, may pay my debts, and leave a living for 
myself in my old age, and leave something for my family. ... To me it 
is almost a question of life and death.” A public lottery was planned to 
support the third president, but Jefferson was reluctant to accept the 
proceeds. Though his friends finally raised enough money to save Jef¬ 
ferson from the humiliation of selling his estate, he nevertheless 
ended his life bankrupt and debt-ridden. 
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Till the end, Jefferson clung to the belief that “the earth belongs 
to the living,” and that every generation must start afresh—with new 
laws, constitutions, and, yes, a financial slate cleared of all debt. His 
own debts were not settled until 1831, five years after his death, when 
Monticello and its slaves were sold to James Turner Barclay for seven 
thousand dollars after Jefferson’s daughter could not pay her creditors. 
It was one of history’s astringent ironies: the “apostle of liberty,” as 
Dumas Malone called him, had his posthumous arrears wiped out by 
the sale of human life. 

After he left office in 1817, James Madison visited frequently with 
Jefferson at Monticello (just thirty miles away from his own home, 
Montpelier). The two men endured similarly harsh circumstances in 
their postpresidential years. Beset by the general hard times in Virginia, 
Madison was also overwhelmed by the panic of 1819, with its string of 
foreclosures and bank failures. The years that followed brought further 
anguish. Though Madison took a forward-looking interest in the science 
of farming, a combination of lackluster markets, an uncooperative Mother 
Nature, and a dramatic downturn in agricultural fortunes cast doom on 
his economic well-being. In ten years, Madison experienced nine crop 
failures. After a streak of bad luck, including insects, early frost, and tor¬ 
rential rains, in 1825 he was forced to make supplications to Nicholas 
Biddle and the Bank of the United States for a six-thousand-dollar loan 
to tide him over—a loan that was never even granted. 

By the late 1820s, Madison had disposed of enough land and as¬ 
sets to reclaim, barely, his former lifestyle. Maintaining his hope that 
slavery would be eliminated by gradual means, he held off selling 
any slaves until 1834, two years before his death—and came to regret 
the transaction. Convinced that the races were irreconcilable, Madi¬ 
son helped to found the American Colonization Society, which advo¬ 
cated the deportation of liberated slaves to West Africa. A rigid 
constitutionalist, he always held that slaves were legal property and 
that slaveholders should be guaranteed adequate compensation upon 
their sale. 
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Madison’s economic condition was weighed down by an addi¬ 
tional drain: the painful liability of his wife Dolley’s wastrel son 
from her previous marriage. Saddled with gambling debts and other 
trappings of a spendthrift existence, Payne Todd made several visits 
to debtors’ prison and left his stepfather with forty thousand dollars in 
unpaid bills. Madison even began to contemplate the loss of his Wash¬ 
ington home. “He still talks of the last resort, ‘the house in Washing¬ 
ton,’ ” Dolley bemoaned. Madison did retain one increasingly valuable 
set of documents: his private notes on the 1787 constitutional debates, 
which he pledged not to publish while any Founders were still alive. 
Despite his straitened circumstances, he stuck to the promise, and 
the notes went unpublished until his death. 

Things were hardly better for James Monroe. The last of the origi¬ 
nal Virginians, Monroe left office seventy-five thousand dollars in the 
hole. According to one account, he “tottered from the White House . .. 
wrinkled, bent, old, and poverty-stricken,” an ignoble end to the life of 
the fifth president. And unlike Jefferson and Madison—who managed, 
with great struggle, to hold on to some of their property—Monroe was 
forced to dispose of his. 

Jefferson may have spent his retirement years chasing away credi¬ 
tors, but he remained committed to earthly pleasures, imbibing the 
wines (a “necessary of life”) and food (“we seldom repent of having 
eaten too little”) that deepened his economic plight. By contrast, 
Monroe’s half decade after the presidency was dominated by his pur¬ 
suit of what he felt was just compensation for the diplomatic missions 
he had conducted on behalf of the government. Where Jefferson 
soothed his despair with the pleasures of the sweet life, Monroe was 
gripped by a single idee fixe: getting repaid. 

Monroe had known easier times, especially during his postings to 
France in 1794-96 and 1803-7. In those days he was considered ex¬ 
travagant in his habits, living abroad “infected by a spirit of emulous os¬ 
tentation.” Monroe laid out substantial funds to the government on these 
trips, fully expecting to be paid back. In general, however, American 
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ministers abroad were treated shabbily when it came to financial provi¬ 
sion. Though the cost of a European posting was outlandish, the most 
Monroe could expect in return was nine thousand dollars per year. By 
the time he left the presidency, with his land largely sold off, he was in 
dire need of that long-postponed reimbursement—his only real pros¬ 
pect of new income. When his initial requests went unheeded, he be¬ 
came convinced that he was being swindled—and getting paid back 
became a matter of honor as well as survival. 

Monroe’s duress played out in Congress in the mid-1820s, and 
members squared off for and against him, largely along party lines. 
Sensing that the political tides were turning toward Andrew Jackson— 
and that associating himself with President John Quincy Adams and 
his 1824 “stolen” election would torpedo congressional support for his 
repayment—Monroe rejected Adams’s offer to participate in the 1826 
Panama Congress, and categorically refused to serve as Adams’s vice 
president in 1828. Monroe had lost interest in politics; he wanted only 
what he felt he was owed. 

To pay his debts, in 1826 Monroe sold his primary residence. 
Highland, in Albermarle County, and moved to Oak Hill, Virginia. 
Fortunately, that same year Congress finally endorsed half of his over¬ 
all claim, nearly thirty thousand dollars. Four years later, after his 
wife’s death and without any funds remaining, Monroe left for New 
York City to move in with his daughter and son-in-law. While there he 
received another thirty thousand, actually exceeding his original re¬ 
quest. The funds helped Monroe square his debts, but even this 
windfall was insufficient to rescue his standard of living; he was now a 
destitute man. Upon his death, his family lacked even the funds to 
ship his body home to Virginia from New York. Twenty-seven years 
would pass before Monroe would be reburied on his native soil. 

After winning election to the House of Representatives in No¬ 
vember 1830, John Quincy Adams—who had served as Monroe’s sec¬ 
retary of state—stopped to visit the ailing Monroe in New York while 
traveling from Massachusetts to Washington, D.C. “Mr. Monroe is a 
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very remarkable instance of a man whose life . . . has received more 
pecuniary reward from the public than any other man since the exis¬ 
tence of the nation, and is now dying, at the age of seventy-two, in 
wretchedness and beggary.” 


The Adams Family Finances 

—essee— 

Not all early presidents hailed from Virginia. The two President Ad¬ 
amses were America’s first northern presidents, and their financial 
fortunes would differ from those of their Virginia colleagues in impor¬ 
tant ways. John Adams and his son John Quincy Adams were raised in 
Massachusetts against a Puritan landscape of sobriety and moderation, 
not the unsustainable economic model of colonial slavery—a key differ¬ 
ence that made things generally easier for the Adamses once they left 
office. 

John Adams was careful with his finances—so much so that, un¬ 
like other early presidents, he was actually eleven thousand dollars in 
the black when he left the presidency in 1801. Fie returned to a home 
he had purchased in 1787, known variously as the Mansion, Peace- 
field, or simply the Big Flouse, a reasonably sized estate on seventy-five 
acres that sometimes roomed more than twenty persons. 

Adams sometimes fantasized about the wealth he might have 
earned as a lawyer if he hadn’t gone into political life. The attorney 
who took over his practice, Adams mused, had “made a fortune of two 
or three hundred thousand dollars” from the business he had founded. 
Attending board meetings of the American Academy of Arts and Sci¬ 
ences, Adams seethed with envy at those around him, who by his ac¬ 
count were “all but me very rich,” with “their city palaces and country 
seats, their fine gardens, and greenhouses and hot houses.” 

Though Adams lived a quarter century after his presidency, his 
single financial crisis happened in 1803, two years into his retirement. 
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In that year John and Abigail Adams lost most of the thirteen thou¬ 
sand dollars they had cautiously invested in a banking house at the 
recommendation of their son John Quincy. The firm, Bird, Savage & 
Bird, was based in London, but since it traded in U.S. Treasury funds 
they thought it a safe bet. John Quincy’s guilt at the firm’s foreclosure 
was so intense that he ended up selling his own Boston home and 
making up the difference on his parents’ losses. “The error of judg¬ 
ment was mine,” he wrote, “and therefore I shall not refuse to share in 
the suffering.” Despite being “penny poor,” the Adamses stayed afloat 
with the income from the farms they tended in Quincy and the secu¬ 
rities Abigail wisely purchased over the years. 

The Bird, Savage & Bird fiasco foreshadowed John Quincy’s own 
postpresidential setbacks. Although the sixth president was without an 
institutional income for only two and a half years between leaving the 
White House in 1829 and moving to the House of Representatives at 
the end of 1831, congressmen at that time were paid on a per diem ba¬ 
sis, earning nothing when Congress was not in session. Though his fa¬ 
ther had left him the family mansion, Adams still had to sell land 
around Boston to make ends meet. Only when his son Charles Frances 
Adams took over the family’s portfolio, overseeing everything from 
rents to investments, did John Quincy’s situation stabilize. Through the 
end of his long life he would remain on relatively sure footing. 


Staring Down Poverty Again 

-ese- 

Andrew Jackson, who took office in 1829, was America’s first outsider 
president—the first who was neither a Virginia Founder nor an Adams 
from Massachusetts. But he shared the experience of several of his 
forerunners in one crucial respect. Haunted by financial problems, he 
spent his ex-presidency at his Hermitage plantation outside Nashville, 
Tennessee, trying to shore up his fortunes. “I carried five thousand 
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dollars when I went to Washington,” Jackson wrote. “I returned with 
barely ninety dollars in [my] pockets.” 

As with the other early presidents, Jackson had been forced to lay 
out most of his presidential salary to cover the upkeep of the White 
House. And like Madison, who left office only to be greeted by the 
economic hurricane of the 1819 panic, Jackson was plunged headlong 
into the depression of 1837 upon leaving office that year. Also like 
Madison, who bailed out his reckless stepson time and again, Jackson 
repeatedly extricated his adopted son, Andrew Jackson Jr., from finan¬ 
cial disaster. (Madison, at least, recognized the waywardness of his 
wife’s offspring; Jackson refused to accept his son’s failings, convinced 
that his namesake was being swindled by malevolent associates.) 

Similar to his Virginia predecessors, Jackson suffered primarily 
from cash-flow poverty. He retained scores of slaves and multiple 
property holdings that he could have sold to ensure his family’s liveli¬ 
hood, but his reluctance to sell off the slaves—and a series of unsatis¬ 
fying harvests—kept his finances unstable. Only after a number of 
bad cotton crops did the former president contemplate what he called 
his “great sacrafice” [sic]: selling any of his “one hundred and fifty odd 
negroes, old and young large and small.” Yet it never came to that; 
Jackson went to any length to preserve his slave workforce. He even 
went so far as to borrow a thousand dollars to defend his slaves when 
four of them were called up on murder charges. 

Jackson’s money woes caused him endless distress. Planning a 
January 1840 trip to Louisiana to celebrate the silver anniversary of 
his victory in the Battle of New Orleans, Jackson appealed to a friend: 
“I am out of funds . . . and I cannot bear to borrow or travel as a pau¬ 
per.” (Eventually he managed to cobble together the resources for the 
trip without resorting to loans.) The Whig Party gleefully exploited 
Jackson’s financial predicament, scolding him publicly for one partic¬ 
ularly large debt even though Jackson swore that nothing would stop 
him from repaying it—including “all the calamities that may befall a 
nation, or individuals, except earthquakes.” 
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Such financial challenges followed Andrew Jackson to the final 
months of his life. To his newly elected protege, James K. Polk, Jack- 
son confessed his situation; “Poverty stares us in the face,” he told 
him. After Jackson’s death, his son’s troubles forced the sale of the for¬ 
mer president’s beloved Hermitage—an apt coda to a life of unease. 


Retiring in (Relative) Comeort 

-essee- 

The ex-presidencies of Martin Van Buren and John Tyler offer a de¬ 
parture from the unforgiving circumstances of most of their precur¬ 
sors. Van Buren arrived in Washington with a comfortable reserve of 
two hundred thousand dollars and led a relatively well-heeled life 
after leaving the White House. Indeed, his situation was so fortunate 
that he actually opted to take his four years’ worth of presidential sal¬ 
ary in a lump sum upon leaving office. Virginia slave owner John Ty¬ 
ler, who took office after the eye-blink presidency of William Henry 
Harrison, retired to his twelve-hundred-acre Tidewater plantation, 
Sherwood Forest, owning anywhere from sixty to ninety slaves. Like 
Van Buren, Tyler was in favorable financial health for most of the years 
he spent out of office and faced little of the damaging economic cir¬ 
cumstances of the earlier Virginia presidents. After the death of his first 
wife, Letitia, in 1842, Tyler remarried well: his new wife, Julia Gar¬ 
diner, came from a wealthy New York family and protected him during 
his cash-poor stretches. Unlike the Virginia Founders, Tyler never had 
to contemplate selling his plantation. Deeply involved in the manage¬ 
ment of his farm and constantly seeking new methods to improve the 
soil, Tyler actually accumulated both an additional four hundred acres 
of land and an increased number of slaves after leaving office. 

During Tyler’s retirement, gold rush mania gripped the country. 
His wife’s relatives excitedly lit out for the West to pursue new 
fortunes. Tyler himself could not be bothered. “The President” was 
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underwhelmed by the “California fever,” Julia wrote her mother. “He 
thinks a good farm on James River with plenty of slaves is gold mine 
enough.” It is hardly a shock, then, that Tyler called for none of his 
slaves to be released upon his death. On the contrary, he made clear 
in his will that “my wife will upon each of our children (the boys) at¬ 
taining the age of twenty-one years, select for each a Negro boy as his 
own separate property.” 

Like Tyler, Millard Fillmore came to power on the death of a 
Whig president (in Fillmore’s case, Zachary Taylor). Also like Tyler, 
he helpfully married a wealthy widow after the death of his first wife. 
Born into abject poverty, Fillmore had entered a thriving law practice 
in western New York before assuming a life in politics. After a 
two-and-a-half-year presidency, he opted not to return to the law, in¬ 
stead traveling, participating in civic activities in his native Buffalo, 
New York, and running again for the White House in a third-party 
bid. One of the earliest proponents of a presidential pension, Fillmore 
was badly scarred by the Panic of 1857, which wrecked the portfolio of 
railroad securities in which he had invested much of his savings. His 
second wife, Caroline Carmichael McIntosh, helped bail him out. 
After signing a prenuptial agreement that paid Fillmore ten thousand 
dollars a year to manage his new wife’s finances, the former president 
spent his remaining years in fine fiscal health, ultimately leaving an 
estate in excess of two hundred thousand dollars. 

The postpresidency of Fillmore’s successor, Franklin Pierce, may 
be captured best by one clarifying personal admission; “After the 
White House,” he asked, “what is there to do but drink.?” In time, 
alcohol so deeply corroded Pierce’s vital organs that he died of cirrho¬ 
sis of the liver in 1869, twelve years after stepping down from office. 
Pierce had wisely stashed away around half of his presidential salary, 
which together with some shrewd investments provided him with a 
reasonably comfortable retirement, the ability to travel abroad freely, 
and the resources to tend to his ailing wife. He had lost two sons early 
on, and lost his thirteen-year-old in a freak railway accident two 
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months before his inauguration—events that doubtless spurred his 
deepening alcoholism. 

Abraham Lincoln’s predecessor, James Buchanan, shared with 
Pierce a despondency upon leaving office—though in Buchanan’s 
case the reasons were political, not personal. The only unmarried 
president, Buchanan was in a comfortable economic situation from 
the end of his term in office until his death in 1868, and passed most 
of that time trying to rehabilitate his political reputation. Shortly be¬ 
fore he died he calculated carefully the value of his Wheatland estate; 
“Making all reasonable deductions,” he wrote, “I am worth about 
$250,000.” His fastidiousness on pecuniary matters bordered on the 
obsessive: after a land sale that brought him fifteen thousand dollars, 
Buchanan groused to the buyer, “You have made a mistake. Your 
check is ten cents too little.” 

Cautious and deliberate in financial matters, Buchanan managed 
the affairs of several relatives, and was generous to associates in need. 
Upon learning that Robert Tyler, the son of the former president and 
once a Democratic Party leader from Buchanan’s state of Pennsylva¬ 
nia, had landed in difficult straits, he swiftly dispatched him a 
thousand-dollar check. Their different ideologies gave him no pause: 
“Though I could not approve your course in favor of the secessionists,” 
Buchanan wrote Tyler, “I have never doubted the sincerity of your 
belief and the purity of your motives.” This turned out to be an act of 
courage on Buchanan’s part: a defender of the slaveocracy, Robert Ty¬ 
ler was a despised man in the North, threatened with lynching and 
hanged in effigy. He fled back to his native Virginia to save his life. 

The first president to leave office after the Civil War, Andrew 
Johnson had a largely favorable financial profile despite the Panic of 
1873. Though initially devastated by a large investment in a failed 
bank, he later recouped most of his losses. Buoyed by a portfolio of 
state bonds and real estate holdings, Johnson finished his days in rea¬ 
sonable security. 

Johnson’s fate, however, stands in stark contrast to that of his ri- 
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val, Ulysses S. Grant. In fact, no postpresidential life matches in in¬ 
tensity the parabolic narrative of the dazzling Civil War general and 
controversial two-term president. The story’s familiarity is testament 
to its disastrous denouement—and the lucrative phoenix that saved 
Grant’s family following his painful death. At once tragic and trans¬ 
formative, the saga of U. S. Grant stands as one of the great stories of 
the American ex-presidency. 


Precarious Endings 

-essee- 

Ulysses S. Grant had entered the White House in 1869 a war hero, one 
of the great men of his age. Yet a scant eight years later he finished his 
second term enveloped by scandal, his administration having suc¬ 
cumbed to the temptations of graft, that scourge of Gilded Age poli¬ 
tics. It was a mighty fall. His second term saw a series of debilitating 
setbacks: the Credit Mobilier affair, the Indian Trading scandal, the 
Sanborn incident, and the Whiskey Ring. Though he was never per¬ 
sonally implicated. Grant was condemned for tolerating widespread 
corruption within his administration, and his reputation was forever 
tarnished. 

Ten weeks after leaving office. Grant and his wife, the former 
Julia Dent, embarked on a worldwide tour to leave such indignities 
behind. At the beginning of Grant’s second term. Congress had dou¬ 
bled the presidential salary to fifty thousand dollars, and the Grants 
had saved enough to finance much of their twenty-eight-month trip. 

Upon their return, however, the Grants found themselves unex¬ 
pectedly compromised. Though hardly impoverished—minor invest¬ 
ments brought in around six thousand dollars a year—Grant felt 
compelled to turn to the corporate world to improve his finances. By 
now, former presidents were no longer expected to rely on favorable 
investments and generous friends: the era of competitive capitalism 
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was in full bloom, and Grant looked forward to profiting from the na¬ 
tion’s expanding markets. 

Ferdinand Ward was a Wall Street guru-cum-fraudster who estab¬ 
lished corporate relations in a brokerage house with Grant’s financially 
successful son, Ulysses Jr. (known as Buck). Persuaded by Buck, the 
former president signed on as a silent partner with the house—and 
soon invested the bulk of his savings there, in an all-or-nothing 
gamble that proved disastrous. Though initial returns appeared 
rewarding—with promised gains sometimes approaching 40 percent— 
it was a shell game. “Ward was kiting the firm’s assets, pledging the 
same securities as collateral against multiple loans,” biographer Jean 
Edward Smith explains. Ward’s firm was keeping two sets of books; 
the firm’s valuation was entirely fabricated, and in 1884 it collapsed. 

Convicted of larceny. Ward was sentenced to ten years at Sing 
Sing. The extraordinary fleecing left Grant one hundred thousand dol¬ 
lars in debt. (Adding insult to his already injured pocketbook. Grant’s 
final major investment, Wabash Railroad bonds, vanished when the 
company went bankrupt.) Having forfeited his military pension when 
he chose to resign his commission rather than retire, the Union Army 
hero was now reduced to accepting handouts from former colleagues 
and friends. William H. Vanderbilt offered to underwrite Grant’s losses 
without asking for repayment; a disconsolate Grant reluctantly agreed, 
but insisted on paying Vanderbilt back (which he eventually did, at 
least in part, by selling his property and offering Vanderbilt such trea¬ 
sures as elephant tusks from the king of Siam and a congressional gold 
medal). The year before his death. Grant accepted a number of writing 
gigs with Century Magazine to stay above water. Generating five hun¬ 
dred dollars an article for a series of Civil War essays. Grant unknow¬ 
ingly started down his path to financial salvation. 

Enter Mark Twain. With encouragement and publishing support 
from the esteemed author and friend. Grant accepted an assignment 
he had ducked for years; writing his memoirs. With his family’s liveli¬ 
hood now at issue. Grant set down to work—but during the course of 
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his writing the general learned that he had developed cancer, which 
had begun in his tongue and then swept through his mouth and throat. 
(At his peak, Grant smoked twenty cigars a day.) His pain grew so re¬ 
lentless that his doctor was forced to spray a cocaine solution on his 
tumor just to allow him to swallow. Grant was in a race against time. 

The federal government took pity on the former president. Just 
minutes before leaving office. President Chester Arthur reinstated the 
dying Grant as a general, thus affording him the financial safety net of 
a military pension. Members of Congress stood to applaud the bill’s 
passing. 

Ulysses S. Grant died on July 23, 1885, just days after his war 
chronicle’s second and final volume was sent to the printers. Twain 
marketed Grant’s Personal Memoirs by subscription, and within months 
a staggering quarter million copies had been sold. Julia Dent Grant 
and her family received around four hundred and fifty thousand dol¬ 
lars in royalties; their first check was for two hundred thousand, sup¬ 
posedly the largest royalty check ever paid out to that point. By the 
end of the nineteenth century. Grant’s best-selling memoirs had out¬ 
sold another enduring classic of American literature—Twain’s own 
Adventures of Huckleberry Finn. 

Though nowhere near as dramatic, Rutherford B. Hayes’s post¬ 
presidency had its own precarious moments. Hayes was already 
knee-deep in debt upon beginning his single term in office—a situa¬ 
tion exacerbated by the high-end entertaining he and his wife did at 
the White House. However, Hayes was sanguine about his fortunes 
by the end of his term: “I shall leave here in debt from twenty thou¬ 
sand to twenty-five thousand dollars,” he considered, “but with a 
good credit, plenty of property, and in no sense needing pecuniary 
aid or sympathy.” Hayes failed to predict that one of his major 
investments—the Fremont Harvesting Company—would go bust in 
1885, or that his local bank, where he kept much of his cash, would 
soon be in danger of foreclosure. The former president’s financial 
woes would even prevent him from attending the February 1885 ded- 
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ication of the Washington Memorial—a project he had championed 
personally. 


Trading on One’s Name 

-es»e- 

After Hayes’s departure in 1881, it would be many decades until an 
ex-president again encountered privation in his personal life. With the 
institutionalization of benefits still decades off, former presidents now 
availed themselves of opportunities that once were socially verboten. 
One case in point is Grover Cleveland, who escaped financial trouble 
after leaving office for the second time. Having sold his home outside 
Washington, D.C., for a large profit, he purchased a comfortable house 
in Princeton, New Jersey, and a summer residence in Cape Cod. 
Cleveland’s net worth was estimated to be north of three hundred 
thousand dollars, savings one biographer considered a “moderate for¬ 
tune” and another called “not rich, but well-to-do.” With most of his 
funds tied up in equity, Cleveland agreed to write about his presi¬ 
dency for magazines and other publications to generate income. Jour¬ 
nals as wide-ranging as the Century, the Atlantic, and Ladies’ Home 
Journal paid handsomely for his efforts. 

The late nineteenth century was an era of commercial expansion, 
and Cleveland embraced economic opportunities that came his way. 
Recognizing the growth in America’s insurance industry, he joined 
the board of the Equitable Life Assurance Corporation and chaired 
the Association of Life Insurance Presidents. The insurance industry 
was overrun by fraud and graft, under constant pressure to reform 
from voices like future Supreme Court Chief Justice Charles Evans 
Hughes, and Cleveland set about to restore confidence in the sec¬ 
tor. The insurance bosses remunerated him accordingly; Equitable 
paid him twelve thousand dollars annually for his trustee duties 
(making him their only compensated board member) and another 
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twelve-thousand-dollar annual fee to help adjudicate company disputes. 
The Association of Life Insurance Presidents sweetened Cleveland’s 
bankbook with a twenty-five-thousand-dollar annual paycheck. Though 
he was criticized for taking such handouts, Cleveland died leaving his 
family well provided for—and was rewarded for his troubles by having 
his visage appear on the thousand-dollar bill from 1928 to 1946. 

Cleveland’s successor (and predecessor), Benjamin Harrison, was 
equally ready to trade on his name. As he relaunched his law practice, 
he resolved to consider only cases worth at least five thousand dollars. 
From the Indianapolis Street Railway, Harrison earned a sizable 
twenty-five-thousand-dollar fee for his services, roughly doubling his 
net worth. Even more rewarding were requests from sovereign gov¬ 
ernments; Venezuela hired the former president to represent its inter¬ 
ests against Great Britain in a boundary dispute with the British 
colony of Guiana. Though he lost the case, he earned eighty thousand 
dollars for his spirited defense, offering a closing argument that lasted 
five days and twenty-five total hours. While a breed apart from Grover 
Cleveland’s insurance-greased sinecure, Harrison’s presidential re¬ 
sume served him well out of power. By the time of his death, his es¬ 
tate had ballooned to four hundred thousand dollars. 

At the dawn of the twentieth century, public speaking and writ¬ 
ing for publication had become, like law and business, legitimate fi¬ 
nancial prospects for former presidents. Theodore Roosevelt was 
uniquely positioned to take full advantage of these opportunities. A 
skillful writer, Roosevelt had penned everything from social criticism 
to the four-volume adventure series The Winning of the West. Before 
long, writing would become his bread and butter. 

Popular perception to the contrary, Roosevelt was not a man of 
means; though his small paternal inheritance kept him afloat, he 
was obliged to pursue independent sources of income. Soon after 
leaving the White House, TR contracted with the magazine Outlook 
to be a contributing editor for twelve thousand dollars a year. Offer¬ 
ing signed editorials on politics, economics, and society, he submit- 


Getting Solvent / 47 


ted around a dozen pieces annually, which secured a reasonable 
safety net for his family. Writing with historical acumen and literary 
skill, Roosevelt garnered substantial sums for his commentary on 
events of the day. 

Expanding on an already outsized reputation as tribune of the 
people and man of adventure, Roosevelt was flooded with offers when 
word spread of his planned trip to Africa. For fifty thousand dollars, 
Scribner’s Magazine won the rights to publish the former president’s 
reports on his African sojourn. {Collier’s had offered twice as much, 
but TR chose Scribner’s for its prestige.) During his yearlong safari 
tour of 1909-10, Roosevelt penned fourteen pieces, from five to fif¬ 
teen thousand words each, reliving his East African escapades in min¬ 
ute detail. In one six-week stretch he poured out a logorrheic forty-five 
thousand words. The American public ate it up, devouring his depic¬ 
tions of lion hunting and his close-up encounters with rhinos, hippos, 
hyenas, and giraffes—not to mention his killing of more than five 
hundred animals. Roosevelt’s good friend Senator Henry Cabot Lodge 
reported that “the people follow the account of your African wander¬ 
ings as if [you] were a new Robinson Crusoe.” 

TR’s writings sold sensationally. His African Game Trails: An Ac¬ 
count of the African Wanderings of an American Hunter-Naturalist, a com¬ 
pilation of the Scribner’s pieces published in 1910, produced royalties of 
forty thousand dollars in a single year. Upon hearing of Roosevelt’s 
windfall, England’s Edward VII scorned such profits as unbecoming 
for a former president, but Roosevelt wasn’t troubled by the appearance 
of indecency. With sales topping two hundred thousand dollars, an 
all-time high for the firm, neither was Scribner’s. Roosevelt’s magazine 
writing also provided him with a platform to rail against the alleged 
iniquities of his once protege, now rival, William Howard Taft. Until 
his death in 1919, and despite a headlong return to electoral politics, 
Roosevelt continued to write, agreeing to syndicate his fortnightly ru¬ 
minations to the Kansas City Star in the last year of his life. 

After the astonishing 1912 election, in which Woodrow Wilson 
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prevailed over Roosevelt and William Howard Taft, the latter left of¬ 
fice with a hefty three-hundred-and-forty-pound frame—and an 
equally robust one hundred thousand dollars in his bank account. 
Taft’s wife, Nellie, managed their expenses effectively during his term 
in office, carefully setting aside monies from Taft’s seventy-five- 
thousand-dollar paycheck (the presidential salary had been bumped 
up again the year Taft assumed office). Within a year after leaving the 
White House, Taft had shed seventy pounds, bringing him to a fitter 
two hundred and seventy. His salary dropped the same amount, falling 
to five thousand dollars when he joined the Yale Law School. 

Taft supplemented his modest income by a now commonplace 
feature of the ex-presidential repertoire; the lecture circuit. The for¬ 
mer president trekked the country with a stock set of thirty talks on 
subjects ranging from contemporary issues (“The Initiative and Ref¬ 
erendum”) to boilerplate Americana (“Duties of Citizenship”). Taft 
received invitations from civic groups, soi-disant ladies’ clubs, con¬ 
ventions, and Chautauqua agencies, most of them paying around four 
hundred dollars a pop. He also wrote for popular magazines like the 
Saturday Evening Post, earning a thousand dollars an article. His fi¬ 
nances finally settled into a more straightforward pattern in 1921, 
when he began collecting a scheduled paycheck as chief justice of the 
United States Supreme Court. 


Maintaining Integrity at a Cost 

-ese- 

As he left the White House, Taft said to his successor, Woodrow Wil¬ 
son, about the savings possibilities inherent to the presidency, “You 
will find that Congress is very generous with the President. You have 
all your transportation paid for and all servants in the White House 
except such valet and maid as you and Mrs. Wilson choose to em¬ 
ploy. . . . [Even] your laundry is looked after in the White House.” 
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After more than a century, Congress had finally begun picking up 
many of the operating costs of White House life. 

Sadly, Wilson had little opportunity to enjoy any such savings. 
Felled by a stroke in the fall of 1919, he never physically returned to 
form and spent his thousand days after the Oval Office in fragile 
health. Nevertheless, as in his unceasing quest to rally support for the 
League of Nations, Wilson soldiered on, forming a law partnership 
with Bainbridge Colby, his final secretary of state. 

Colby was eager to reap the financial rewards he expected to accrue 
from partnering with a former president. Wilson was more reluctant to 
exploit his position. Worried about appearances of impropriety, Wilson 
declined most of the lucrative offers that came to their F Street offices. 
In one example, the Ecuadorian government sought their services to 
secure a $12 million loan from the United States. While Colby consid¬ 
ered the offer “a very fine piece of business,” Wilson saw the invitation 
to help a foreign government procure U.S. monies as a clear conflict of 
interest. The same was true when the short-lived West Ukrainian Re¬ 
public appealed to Wilson for help with recognition from the League of 
Nations. Neither the financial recompense nor Wilson’s passion for the 
League were sufficient to overcome his scruples. “Day after day I sit in 
my office and see a procession walk through—thousands and thousands 
of dollars—and not one to put in our pockets,” Colby complained to 
Edith Wilson. “It is a sublime position on the part of your husband.” 

Wilson’s weakened health also forced him to reject financially re¬ 
warding writing projects—including an offer of a hundred and fifty thou¬ 
sand dollars to pen the history of World War I’s Paris peace negotiations. 
He also declined an offer to write about Jesus Christ, and even writing 
his own autobiography proved too onerous: “There ain’t going to be 
none,” he told an interested publisher. Wilson ultimately managed to 
punch out only a single piece, a brief meditation inspired by the Bolshe¬ 
vik uprising, called “The Road Away from Revolution.” 

When Wilson grew short on capital, his friends stepped in to help 
finance his handsome Georgian brick S Street town house above 
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Washington’s Dupont Circle. (Two years later many of them recon¬ 
vened, this time joined by banker Bernard Baruch, to share the cost of 
a permanent ten-thousand-dollar annuity for the former president.) 
His wife, Edith, would live there for thirty-seven years after her hus¬ 
band’s death, but Wilson himself had little time to enjoy the new 
home; he died in the District of Columbia in 1924, and remains the 
only president to be buried in the nation’s capital. 


Working the System 

-essee- 

Less consumed than Wilson by the need to maintain the integrity of 
the ex-presidency, Calvin Coolidge didn’t allow his New England- 
style prudence to interfere with his desire to make money. Just a day 
after leaving office, Coolidge revealed that he had inked several lucra¬ 
tive magazine contracts: fifteen-thousand-dollar articles for Ladies’ 
Home Journal and American magazine, and a sweetheart deal from 
Encyclopedia Americana that offered him a dollar a word for anything 
he put on paper, on top of a twenty-five-thousand-dollar annual salary. 
Silent Cal also signed on to write his autobiography, for which he re¬ 
portedly received a hefty sixty-five-thousand-dollar advance. (The 
book he turned in would conclude in 1924, omitting his entire elected 
term in office.) Coolidge pocketed one hundred and ten thousand 
dollars for his writing in his first postpresidential year alone. The next 
was even better: he agreed to bang out a column, “Calvin Coolidge 
Says,” for nationwide syndication. Though panned by critics as an 
exercise in banality, the column paid more than two hundred thou¬ 
sand dollars during the early days of the Great Depression. 

Coolidge found other ways to enrich his accounts after his time in 
office. He enjoyed special relations with leading bankers, which en¬ 
abled him to benefit sizably from equity acquisitions. Acting on insider 
tips—such practices were not yet illegal—he purchased thousands of 
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shares of J. P. Morgan stock below market value. Coolidge recognized 
that such special treatment was a direct result of his former office; 
“These people are trying to [curry favor not with] Calvin Coolidge, 
but a former President of the United States,” he observed. (Harry Tru¬ 
man and Dwight Eisenhower would later echo the sentiment.) 

Despite his privileged investments, however, the parsimonious 
Coolidge retired to a thirty-two-dollar-a-month flat in Northampton, 
Massachusetts. Only the constant exposure to prying journalists 
and sightseers forced him to dip into his four-hundred-thousand-dollar 
reserve and eventually purchase a secluded forty-thousand-dollar home 
above the Connecticut River. 

It was Coolidge who famously proclaimed that “the business of 
America is business.” His successor, Herbert Hoover, might not have 
signed on to that sentiment expressly, but he showed great acumen in 
profiting from America’s business-friendly environment. By the age of 
forty. Hoover had amassed a net worth of $4 million in his extraordi¬ 
narily successful career as a mining engineer. The wealthiest man to 
become president until that time. Hoover also became the richest 
ex-president. He had come a long way from the meager three-room 
cottage of his birth in West Branch, Iowa. 

Preferring to lob bombs at the New Deal, Hoover wasn’t as in¬ 
volved in the mining industry after his presidency. His interventions 
were largely confined to investments—whether in mines in the west¬ 
ern United States or in Central American ore deposits—though he 
did retain a foothold in his former business. And like Cleveland, who 
forged relations with the world of insurance. Hoover joined the board 
of the New York Life Insurance Company—where, curiously, he was 
paired with A1 Smith, the man he had defeated for president in 1928. 

Hoover lived in comfort, whether at his house on S Street in 
Washington, D.C., or at his primary residence in Palo Alto, California. 
After Franklin Roosevelt’s third consecutive win in 1940, Hoover and 
his wife sold their Washington home and moved permanently to Suite 
31-A at the Waldorf-Astoria, Manhattan’s high-end hotel. There the 
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Hoovers lived among celebrities including the Shah of Iran, Queen 
Juliana of the Netherlands, General Douglas MacArthur, and Cole 
Porter. Hoover even joined the Waldorf’s board, which became a 
point of amusement for him; as a Quaker who had enforced Prohibi¬ 
tion, he liked to joke that he would now be responsible for controlling 
“the biggest bar in the world.” 


Pensions and the Modern Ex-Presidency 

-es»e- 

After World War II, Herbert Hoover’s status as a self-made millionaire, 
coupled with the expanded financial opportunities for ex-presidents, 
papered over the unresolved issue of pensioning our former heads 
of state. For years the wisdom of guaranteeing ex-presidents a life¬ 
time income had been a subject of debate among the general public 
and members of Congress alike. How could the president of the 
United States leave office without even a minimal retirement income— 
particularly when such compensation was afforded to the legislative 
and judicial branches.^ 

From the outset there were detractors. Early Americans consid¬ 
ered it inappropriate for presidents who serve at the behest of the 
people to receive a lifetime income guarantee. The profound example 
of George Washington, who exited after his second term never to re¬ 
turn, resonated powerfully with the American public. That one would 
leave office, yet continue to receive an income, seemed to contradict 
the bedrock principles Washington embodied. 

To some, a postpresidential guarantee of income also smacked of 
royal privilege, the kind of thing many Americans felt they had rightly 
left behind with their European forebears. This abiding fear of regal 
signifiers, real or imagined, kept the pension issue from emerging 
during America’s first century. Though there were sporadic mentions 
of retirement funds—Millard Fillmore, for example, had suggested a 
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twelve-thousand-dollar annual pension—it took until the last quarter 
of the nineteenth century to jump-start the discussion. 

The change in America’s relations with England, along with the 
passage of time, helped strip away fears of falling back into monarchy. 
Revolutionary War holidays such as Evacuation Day, which commem¬ 
orated Britain’s removal from New York after the war, faded into 
obscurity. No longer apprehensive that former presidents were likely 
to retain any kind of royal power, Americans now realized that a pen¬ 
sion would serve an important objective: preventing former presidents 
from turning to commercial quick fixes that could sully the reputation 
of the office. 

The broad issue of pensions emerged as a political football during 
Grover Cleveland’s presidency. Convinced that the Pensions Bureau, 
created under Lincoln for Civil War veterans, was turning into a Repub¬ 
lican slush fund for unworthy applicants, Cleveland decided to review all 
the Bureau’s proposals personally. His uncompromising stance on the 
matter was a factor in his loss to Benjamin Harrison in 1888. 

Cleveland strongly supported granting financial security to former 
presidents, but his frustration with the military pension issue kept 
him from pushing it forward while in office. Out of power, Cleveland 
embraced the idea of a presidential pension, though he still resisted 
equating it with a military pension: giving a military-style pension to 
a president who hadn’t served in the armed forces ran the risk of stig¬ 
matizing the benefit itself 

Cleveland tried to square the circle. While “I am not in need of 
aid from the public treasury,” he said, “our people ought to make a 
definite and generous provision for all cases alike.” Since former pres¬ 
idents were still obliged to uphold “a certain dignity” and could not 
easily follow the opportunism that the market allowed, Cleveland ar¬ 
gued that “a reciprocal connection [exists] between the curtailment 
of opportunities on one side and a reasonable obligation of indemnifi¬ 
cation on the other.” Using Erance as an example, he pointed out that 
its privileges helped ensure “a dignified and unperplexed future for 
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its ex-president.” Was there a way to grant a former president a salary, 
but ask him in return to refrain from all activities except those that 
contributed to the betterment of the country.? 

The matter fell to Congress to decide. Massachusetts Republican 
William Croad Lovering, one of the earliest members to raise the is¬ 
sue, introduced a bill in 1902 to provide former presidents with a sal¬ 
ary of twenty-five-thousand dollars, but the legislation quickly died. A 
few years later another pension bill was introduced, but this one, too, 
was met with scorn: “Why shouldn’t they earn their living as well as 
other folks.?” one newspaper asked. “The reputation the Presidency 
gives them will secure twice as much for the articles they write as the 
articles are worth.” Yet not everyone was so dismissive. As the Boston 
Post remarked, “When [a president] goes out of office he is not en¬ 
tirely free to choose his line of work among occupations which are 
most lucrative.” That he might discredit himself and the institution of 
the presidency were he to accept what the market brought to bear was 
thus of continued concern. 

Congressional discussion was revived in 1910 on the question of 
how to provide for the nation’s former first ladies—but despite the 
plights of the widows Harrison and Cleveland, the proposed pension 
legislation didn’t pass. As for former presidents, only Teddy Roosevelt 
was alive, and few thought the indomitable Rough Rider incapable of 
fending for himself Roosevelt “would probably not consider it a com¬ 
pliment to be put on the retired list,” the Los Angeles Times wrote, 
“and we feel sure that he would not consent to live as a pensioner 
upon the people of the United States.” In this environment, there was 
little grist for the pension mill. 

In the fall of 1912, however, steel magnate and philanthropist An¬ 
drew Carnegie tossed a grenade into the debate. Hoping to set a fire 
under Congress, which he considered derelict for not providing for¬ 
mer presidents a proper pension, Carnegie personally offered to guar¬ 
antee a twenty-five-thousand-dollar annual pension to any living 
former president and the same to their unmarried widows. Carnegie 
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was said to have been appalled to learn that Grover Cleveland had 
taken his insurance jobs strictly for money, and shocked at how many 
former presidents had ended their lives in poverty; his offer was a dar¬ 
ing attempt to shame Congress into action. 

Shown up by the industrialist, a number of senators flew into a 
rage. The idea of a wealthy titan paying for presidential retirement 
funds didn’t sit very well with many, including some who may have 
taken a certain nativist umbrage that the offer came from a born 
Scotsman. Georgia senator Hoke Smith bellowed that “it is a piece of 
impudence on [Carnegie’s] part to suggest such a thing, and a reflec¬ 
tion on the people that it should be considered.” William E. Borah of 
Idaho added that “any man who would accept the Carnegie pension 
would prove conclusively by doing so that he was not fit to be Presi¬ 
dent.” And Senator Thomas Gore (Gore Vidal’s maternal grandfather) 
concluded, “I do not think Mr. Carnegie’s pension will reflect any 
credit on our ex-Presidents, and I am not sure that an ex-President 
who would accept such a pension would receive or be entitled to the 
continued respect of the people of the United States. The idea of giv¬ 
ing a pension to the widows of ex-Presidents to secure to the country 
the benefit of their knowledge and experience in public affairs is pos¬ 
sibly a joke, but not a very good one.” 

William Howard Taft, who would have been the first beneficiary 
of Carnegie’s pension, tried to strike a middle ground. Speaking in 
New York, he put the onus on Congress to offer the former presidents 
a living wage. “Unless it is the policy of Congress to enable [the 
president] in his four years to save money enough to live in adequate 
dignity and comfort thereafter,” Taft argued, “then the salary [of 
the president] is all that it ought to be.” Taft, who was soon to leave 
office, had special reason for concern: having appointed most of the 
currently seated Supreme Court justices, he knew he would be effec¬ 
tively proscribed from appearing before them as an attorney. 

Taft ultimately refused Carnegie’s pension. But a decade later, 
after Carnegie’s death, the Hearst newspapers announced that the 
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former president had accepted an annuity of ten thousand dollars a year 
bequeathed by the industrialist. Though Taft tried to ascribe the deci¬ 
sion to his wife—“Mrs. Taft wishes me to do it and she is an interested 
party”—the grant immediately raised ethical questions about Taft, who 
by then had become chief justice of the Supreme Court. Fearing dam¬ 
age to his beloved Court (“next to my wife and children ... the nearest 
thing to my heart in life”), Taft redirected all financial support from 
Carnegie’s bequest to Yale University. 

At the time of the Carnegie proposal, a stroke of positive public 
relations fell into the hands of pension proponents. In a newly un¬ 
earthed 1869 letter, it appeared that Abraham Lincoln’s wife, Mary 
Todd Lincoln, had dispatched a poignant plea to Congress. Writing 
from Germany, where she had traveled for her health, she explained, 
“I am a widow of a President of the United States whose life was sac¬ 
rificed in his country’s service. ... [It is my hope that] a yearly pen¬ 
sion may be granted me, so that I may have less pecuniary care.” A 
year after she had written the letter, Mrs. Lincoln’s pension was 
granted: three thousand dollars per year until her death in 1882. It was 
a fortuitous find, but unsuccessful: less than a fortnight later, the Ap¬ 
propriations Committee blocked a bill that would have provided a 
pension of seventeen thousand five hundred dollars per year and a 
lifetime congressional seat to former presidents. 

In the early 1920s, Senator William M. Calder of New York and 
Representative Leonidas C. Dyer of Missouri introduced new pen¬ 
sion legislation, this time offering a more meager ten thousand dollars 
per year, and the Chicago Daily Tribune came out strongly for a “liberal 
pension for ex-presidents,” but the bill still went nowhere. “It may be 
un-American to condemn our ex-Presidents to a life of slothful inac¬ 
tivity,” another newspaper commented. Once again the pension issue 
was stalled. 

Two decades passed before the next serious congressional push. 
In 1945 House Republican leader Joseph W. Martin Jr. of Massachu¬ 
setts revisited the idea of a twenty-five-thousand-dollar annuity. The 
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concept was later picked up by Ohio’s Senator Robert Taft, who advo¬ 
cated substantial pensions and returned to Grover Cleveland’s theme 
that former presidents should live in a dignified manner. After a pro¬ 
tracted period of debate and deliberation, with multiple bills floating 
through Congress over more than a decade, it took Harry Truman’s 
plight upon his homecoming to Independence, Missouri, to create the 
necessary momentum for the pension’s ultimate passage. 

With little money to his name—he lacked even the funds to hire 
a secretary to answer his abundant mail—Truman worried openly 
about his capacity to sustain a viable livelihood. Beleaguered by fi¬ 
nancial problems throughout his life, Truman had good reason to be 
nervous; he had invested poorly (in zinc mines) before World War I, 
failed as a haberdasher, and saved little during his years of public ser¬ 
vice. When he left Washington, D.C., for Missouri, he even paid for 
the ticket himself (These days. Air Force One is dispatched to pro¬ 
vide a more refined segue to civilian life.) 

Despite their sympathy for Truman’s predicament, the members 
of Congress did not decide to send the bill to President Eisenhower 
without first battling among themselves. Opponents of the legislation 
thought it tainted the Constitution to establish an informal office of 
the ex-president. House Republican August Johansen, who was in¬ 
strumental in watering down some of the initial privileges, argued 
that the bill would mark “the beginning of the buildup of a bureau¬ 
cracy around a nonexistent office,” that “For the first time in Ameri¬ 
can history it means that a non-office holding citizen is to have a . . . 
permanent entourage of federal personnel.” It required the persistent 
importuning of House Speaker Sam Rayburn, House Minority Leader 
Joseph W. Martin Jr., and Senate Majority Leader Lyndon Johnson to 
push the legislation to passage. 

It had taken 171 years since the nation’s founding to arrive at a 
pension for former presidents. Signed by President Dwight D. Eisen¬ 
hower on August 25, 1958, the Former Presidents Act was the first of¬ 
ficial measure providing ex-presidents with a lifetime salary, as well as 
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compensation for staff, travel, phone bills, office space, and other 
amenities. Until this point the president had remained virtually the 
only federal government employee without a retirement package. 
Twenty-seven previous heads of state who left office had no guaran¬ 
teed income whatsoever from their labors as commander-in-chief 
Herbert Hoover, who accepted the pension only out of deference to 
Truman, applauded Ike for signing the legislation. “No man can make 
any substantial savings from being president,” he noted, and with 
some self-importance added, “I have made it a practice to devote all 
personal compensation derived from our government to public ser¬ 
vice or charity.” 

With a pension and associated perquisites now mandated by law, 
the informal office of the ex-president was born. Within a few years, 
additional perks expanded the catalog of postpresidential benefits. In 
the early 1960s, Congress legislated for each outgoing president “tran¬ 
sition expenses” in the Presidential Transition Act to cushion their 
landing to private life; shortly thereafter it introduced a lifetime Se¬ 
cret Service provision for ex-presidents and their spouses and widows. 
Where just a few years before, the former presidents had stood bereft, 
now they were lavished with rewards at last. 


Scaling Back 

-es»e- 

The years that followed, perhaps predictably, saw a rash of stories 
spotlighting the excesses the former presidents were enjoying at tax¬ 
payer expense. U.S. News & World Report made it a personal mission to 
expose the most egregious examples: a twelve-thousand-dollar Asian 
rug for Jimmy Carter’s Atlanta office; a thirty-four-thousand-dollar 
phone bill for Jerry Ford; a five-hundred-dollar replacement key for 
Richard Nixon’s filing cabinet (not to mention repairs to his electric 
golf cart). When Congress passed a $1 million supplemental appro- 
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priation to cover twelve agents’ round-the clock shielding of Lady 
Bird Johnson and friends as they vacationed in the Greek Isles, it be¬ 
came clear that something had to be done. 

In the early 1980s, Congress introduced a flurry of bills to reform 
the bloated ex-presidential office. Spearheading the challenge, Florida 
senator Lawton Chiles derided the new “era of the ‘imperial’ former 
presidency with [its] special staffs and benefits, around-the-clock Se¬ 
cret Service protection for life and other badges of privilege.” By 
1984, the costs of the ex-presidency had reached $27 million annually. 
“To take care of former presidents and their wives,” Chiles com¬ 
plained, “we are paying more than we are paying for the office of the 
president itself.” Chiles recommended allowing the government a 
percentage on presidential memoirs, limits on Secret Service protec¬ 
tion, and stricter guidelines in the selection of office space. 

The lower chamber handily approved legislation that curbed some 
of the central perks. Sponsoring the bill, Florida’s Bill Nelson rea¬ 
soned, “We need to send a clear message that our former presidents 
should not live royally at the taxpayers’ expense.” Under his plan, the 
pensions themselves would remain untouched (they were now pegged 
to the level of a cabinet secretary’s salary), but the longer a president 
was out of office, the greater the reductions would be in his overall 
benefits. 

Indiana representative Andrew Jacobs wanted to go further. He 
called for Congress to wipe the perquisite slate clean, suggesting that 
former presidents no longer needed special coddling. “These guys, 
with their. . . pensions alone,” Jacobs said, “have greater personal in¬ 
come than about 97 percent of their fellow Americans who are paying 
the taxes to pay the pension.” Jacobs introduced the whimsically 
named “Former Presidents Enough Is Enough and Taxpayers Relief 
Bill of 1983,” which asked: “How many presidents can the American 
public afford at one time.^” Not unlike the ice-cream impresarios Ben 
and Jerry, who had pledged not to make more than ten times the sal¬ 
ary of their lowest-paid employee, Jacobs called for the “care and 
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feeding” of ex-presidents not to exceed more than ten times the pov¬ 
erty level for a four-person family. “They’re ornaments, curiosities, 
someone to have at your convention,” Jacobs sneered. 

No one expected Jacobs’s bill to go anywhere, but Chiles’s more 
serious proposals also failed to garner enough support. Though he was 
modestly successful in paring down the steroidlike growth of presiden¬ 
tial libraries. Chiles had little effect on most other ex-presidential priv¬ 
ileges. The airtight solidarity of the presidential class fiercely protected 
its self-interest. Using their combined muscle, former presidents Ford 
and Carter prodded Senate Majority Leader Howard Baker to weaken 
the resolve of lawmakers pushing the legislation. Then the Reagan 
administration stepped in to play the heavy, asking the Senate to re¬ 
move the bill from its agenda altogether. Though the legislation swept 
through the Senate Governmental Affairs Committee, Reagan’s 
back-door manipulation prevented it from going to the full Senate. 

The debate reignited in the mid-1990s. This time the Former Pres¬ 
idents Act was successfully amended to guarantee ex-presidents office 
and staff costs for only five years. Just before the bill was about to take 
effect, however, Gerald Ford—anxious to retain his Rancho Mirage 
digs—stepped in once more to militate against the changes, and the 
amendments never saw the light of day. As a consolation prize for the 
reformers. Secret Service protection for presidents whose terms began 
after 1997 was reduced to ten years. (Andy Rooney later quipped, 
“If anyone hated a president enough to try to harm him, they’d get over 
it in ten years.”) George W. Bush will be the first ex-president to be 
granted only a decade’s worth of taxpayer-supported security detail. 


The Television and Publishing Boon 

-es»e- 

Harry Truman, whose financial condition provoked the formation of 
the ex-presidential office, ended up all right. In the same year that the 
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Former Presidents Act came into force, it was later revealed, he re¬ 
ceived a hefty fee for his appearance on Edward R. Murrow’s televi¬ 
sion program See It Now, making him the first ex-president to cash in 
on this revolutionary new medium. Yet Truman retained a frugality 
that placed him at odds with most of his successors, accepting no posts 
on corporate boards, no commercial endorsements, and no consulting 
deals. “I could never lend myself to any transaction, however respect¬ 
able, that would commercialize on the prestige and dignity of the of¬ 
fice of the presidency,” he declared. Flis successors felt otherwise. 

Dwight Eisenhower wasted little time before accepting a large 
payment for television interviews on CBS with Walter Cronkite just 
months after stepping down in 1961; he did a second round in 1964. 
Ike had been financially comfortable before taking office, in large 
part due to income from his best-selling wartime memoir, published 
in 1948 (a tax-exempt income source, thanks to Elarry Truman). After 
the White Elouse, Eisenhower retired to a farm in Gettysburg, Penn¬ 
sylvania, spinning out additional reminiscences of his presidential 
years that paid impressively and sold well. At his death in 1969, his 
estate was worth around a million dollars. 

Like Elerbert Eloover, the next president to survive the office, 
Lyndon Johnson, had come a long way from humble beginnings. “I 
know what poverty means to people,” Johnson said, shortly after tak¬ 
ing office. “I have been unemployed. ... I have shined shoes as a boy. 
I have worked on a highway crew from daylight until dark for a dollar 
a day.” Upon leaving the White Elouse, however, Johnson retook con¬ 
trol of a communications empire that included the Texas Broadcasting 
Company, and a ranch of fifteen thousand acres. 

LBJ’s accounts were augmented quickly after he left power. Days 
after Nixon’s inauguration, he and Lady Bird signed on for book deals 
that brought them well over $1 million. And, like Ike, Johnson sat for 
interviews with Walter Cronkite, accepting three hundred thousand 
dollars to discuss seven predetermined topics. (Most of the fees were 
donated to his public affairs school at the University of Texas-Austin.) 
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In 1972, however, Johnson was forced to sell off his television station 
when an FCC ruling forbade one owner to control a cable company 
and a television station within a single market. He made $9 million 
from the sale. Leonard Marks, who represented the Johnsons’ media 
interests, was blunt in his appraisal of the former president’s financial 
wizardry: “God—if he hadn’t been president, he would have been the 
biggest tycoon this world has ever seen.” Despite Johnson’s massive 
estate—he was worth in excess of $20 million, making him the most 
affluent former president since Hoover—Lady Bird elected to receive 
her pension until her death in 2007 (presidential widows can receive 
twenty thousand dollars annually if they give up all other pension op¬ 
portunities). 

Richard Nixon was not a man of exorbitant wealth when he left 
Washington, D.C., in disgrace in 1974, but neither was he strapped for 
cash. Moving to his western redoubt of San Clemente, California, 
Nixon was the fortunate beneficiary of approximately two hundred 
thousand dollars in transition expenses. (Nixon came by that provi¬ 
sion only narrowly: such support is provided to all former presidents 
unless they are impeached and convicted. Nixon, who faced an im¬ 
peachment vote before he resigned, surely had other considerations in 
mind when he decided to leave office, but his decision did preserve 
this welcome windfall.) 

Not all members of Congress were happy with the arrangement. 
After Nixon’s resignation, there were several unsuccessful efforts to pre¬ 
vent Nixon from receiving a pension and staff Yet time heals most 
wounds, and by the summer of 1978 the Senate had decided to preserve 
Nixon’s benefits package by a resounding vote of eighty-nine to two. 
Several years later, out of contrition or perhaps a heartfelt belief in small 
government, Nixon unilaterally ditched some of the benefits, including 
the costliest of the bunch: his $3 million annual Secret Service detail. 

Nixon quickly learned that leaving office under a cloud didn’t 
impair his earning potential. The first financially rewarding aspect of 
Nixon’s postpresidency came in 1977, with the famous Nixon-Frost 
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interviews. Marking Nixon’s post-Watergate debut, the interviews 
netted him six hundred thousand dollars plus a percentage of the 
profits—not a bad take for four conversations. (He even won an Emmy 
for best spoken-word performance—a first for a president.) These 
funds were important because Nixon faced enormous litigation, with 
over sixty lawsuits filed against him in his first years out of power. He 
would eventually sign over all income from the Frost interviews to his 
lawyers and agent. 

The $2.5 million advance Nixon secured for his memoirs, thanks 
to agent Swifty Lazar, placed Nixon in better standing. It was a smart 
bet for the publisher, too; the book became the best-selling presiden¬ 
tial memoir ever, with three hundred and thirty thousand copies pur¬ 
chased in the first six months. Clocking in at nearly eleven hundred 
pages, the memoir meant a lot of heavy lifting for the staff working on 
the text, including former White House aide Diane Sawyer. Over the 
course of his postpresidency Nixon would publish another eight 
books, most of which were best sellers. 

After initially moving to New York to be close to his daughters, 
Nixon soon crossed the Hudson to lead a quieter life in Saddle River, 
New Jersey, where he bought a fifteen-room, five-acre homestead for 
$1.2 million. To most people in this conservative leafy suburb, he was 
“the lonely figure with the flashlight, walking his dogs at night.” In 
1984 Nixon came close to purchasing a twelve-room co-op on Park 
Avenue and Seventy-second Street for $1.8 million; Pat Nixon had suf¬ 
fered a second stroke, and the Nixons thought life would be easier in 
an apartment. (Some cynics also jibed that the move was part of the 
former president’s strategy to be closer to the action.) Ninety-three- 
year-old resident Jacob Kaplan, a building trustee and founder of the 
J. M. Kaplan Fund, procured a temporary restraining order to block 
the move, writing to his neighbors that there “are nutty people 
around . . . some who might want to do Nixon harm. Should we be 
exposed to these possible threats against our lives.^” Kaplan also wor¬ 
ried that “our only little elevator” would be dominated by the Secret 
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Service. Though their application was eventually approved by the 
board, the Nixons withdrew from consideration, citing the widespread 
publicity around the affair. 


Exploitation 
-es»e- 

While Richard Nixon was careful about capitalizing on his infamy, the 
man who stepped in to complete his term in office, Gerald Ford, was 
eager to cash in any way he could. In a span of weeks. Ford accepted 
a representation offer from the William Morris Agency; signed a 
million-dollar contract to appear on NBC television; and agreed to an 
additional million for his and his wife’s memoirs. Even his former 
press secretary, Jerald terHorst, saw it as a stunning example of “the 
huckstering of an ex-president.” Flabbergasted at Ford’s shameless¬ 
ness, terHorst came out with a savage piece in the Washington Post 
entitled “President Ford, Inc.” Nearly broke when he moved into the 
White House, forced to borrow ten thousand dollars to stay afloat. 
Ford transformed “the former First Family into something of a con¬ 
glomerate,” terHorst declared. Many were appalled that the under¬ 
stated, middle-income public servant who had resided in a quiet home 
in the Virginia suburbs for more than a quarter century was now busily 
marketing his eight hundred and ninety-five days of occasional glory. 
Ford’s “nice guy” image, terHorst said, was “getting harder and harder 
to see behind that pile of money on his Palm Springs doorstep.” 

Ford now had three homes; his primary residence and office on a 
golf course in Rancho Mirage, California; a ski chalet in Vail, Colo¬ 
rado; and a sizable apartment in Los Angeles. Between his time as 
president, his tenure in Congress, and his stint in the military, he also 
had three pensions that would eventually deliver him more than three 
hundred thousand dollars per year. And during the years when Ford 
gave frequent speeches, he required almost $4 million worth of annual 
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Secret Service protection. Instead of charging a fee for his speech, 
Lawton Chiles joked, it would be cheaper for the American taxpayer 
“to pay President Ford to stay home.” 

Ford’s response to his critics was unequivocal: “I’m a private citi¬ 
zen now. It’s nobody’s business.” Ford insisted that “this is what the 
free enterprise system is all about.” For the major corporations whose 
boards he graced, of course, it was also about corporate prestige. Ford 
set a postpresidential record for holding the most seats on company 
boards, including the American Express Company, the Sante Fe In¬ 
ternational Corporation, the Texas Commerce Bank, Tiger Interna¬ 
tional Inc., the Beneficial Corporation of New Jersey, and the 20th 
Century Fox Film Corporation (which paid him fifty thousand a year). 
By 1983, when the former president made a cameo appearance on the 
TV hit Dynasty —a program celebrating conspicuous consumption— 
Ford’s climb into the ranks of the prosperous was complete. 

Ford’s conduct made the Former President Act’s warnings about 
demeaning the office appear almost quaint. Richard Nixon often grum¬ 
bled at the moneymaking proclivities of his once pardoner. “He’s busy 
making speeches for big money, like the rest of them,” Nixon said. “I 
have never taken a dime for a speech since 1952. Of course no one gives 
me credit for that.... I know it’s tempting, but it’s just not right.” 


Steering Clear oe Temptation 

-esse- 

When it came to money. Ford could not have made a greater contrast 
with his peanut-farming Georgian successor. While Ford lent his name 
to a growing list of major corporations, Jimmy Carter turned his atten¬ 
tion to the humanitarian sphere after leaving office, steering clear of 
all temptations to get bought off Calling his friend a “pure Calvinist,” 
Carter’s UN ambassador, Andrew Young, lamented that Carter made 
him “feel guilty for serving on corporate boards because he’s shunned 
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all that.” Carter was explicit about refusing to use his ex-presidency as 
a platform to grow rich—“a naiVe and sincere commitment,” he said, and 
one he’s honored in the years that followed. At a reunion of many of 
his former administration officials. Carter’s secretary of transporta¬ 
tion, Neil Goldschmidt, saluted him: “You have carried the dignity 
and character of the American Presidency to high ground—on which 
is posted a sign: ‘Not for sale.’” 

It could not have been easy—especially not at the start of his re¬ 
tirement, when Carter found himself in thorny financial straits. Hav¬ 
ing long run a successful agricultural business, the Carters had placed 
their assets in a blind trust before heading to Washington. Beset by 
drought—and Carter’s infamous brother Billy’s mismanagement—the 
Carters’ peanut operation imploded and they landed in a million dol¬ 
lars’ worth of debt. They were forced to sell the business to free 
themselves from crushing interest payments. “Just as almost two de¬ 
cades of political life were about to end,” Rosalynn Carter ruefully 
recounted, “we found that the results of the preceding twenty-three 
years of hard work, scrimping and saving, and plowing everything 
back into the business, were now also gone.” 

Selling the warehouse to Archer Daniels Midland for around six 
hundred thousand dollars protected Carter from having to give up the 
family farms (instead, they were leased out to others). To pay down 
his debts. Carter took the now-familiar route of procuring a book deal. 
Regardless of his unpopularity, publishing offers started appearing 
even before he left office, and by the summer of 1981, he and Rosa¬ 
lynn had signed his-and-hers book contracts. (Carter allegedly in¬ 
cluded a clause in his contract prohibiting the size of his advance from 
being revealed, but most put the figure somewhere between $1 mil¬ 
lion and $2 million.) Carter’s William Morris agent had big ideas about 
lecture fees—“If he and Mrs. Carter appear as a double, they can 
probably get $25,000 a night,” he surmised—but the former president 
just wanted to be solvent. “How much money I make in a year is re¬ 
ally not important to me,” he said. “I’m determined my life ahead will 
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be just as meaningful to me and, I hope, to the public.” After selling 
his business and getting his first advance, he could turn to those core 
issues that preoccupied his second act. 

At the dawn of Carter’s postpresidency, few would have predicted 
that publishing would become his largest income-generating source, but 
he would spin off more than twenty books, most of them best sellers, on 
a diverse array of subjects—works of fiction, poetry, and memoir, books 
on Middle East politics and aging. A man of substantial means. Carter 
continues to live in his relatively modest 1961 ranch house in Plains, 
Georgia. “I’m a farmer still,” he says. “I get up at five o’clock. I will write 
until I get tired, until ten or eleven o’clock. Then I have a woodshop 
twenty feet away, and I go there and I build furniture, and I paint.” 


Raising the Ante 

-esse- 

Ronald Reagan, in his few active years after the White House, was 
more comfortable going back to the Jerry Ford model: ex-president as 
moneymaking machine. Nine months after stepping down, Reagan 
starred in one of the crowning examples of postpresidential excess. As 
the honored guest of the Fujisankei Communications Group, a media 
giant with rock-solid conservative credentials, Reagan received a $2 
million fee for a couple of twenty-minute speeches and a handful of 
public appearances. Fujisankei also underwrote an additional $5 mil¬ 
lion for the twenty-person team that accompanied the former president, 
including Nancy Reagan and Julius the hairdresser. Startled at the out¬ 
lay, Jimmy Carter quipped, “I’ve been telling the press that I never 
criticize another former president. But... if you hear of another deal 
like that, let me know. I believe idealism and practicality go together.” 

At least Reagan earned his keep. During a period when Japanese 
investment was inciting fierce protectionist backlash in America, Rea¬ 
gan sounded the trumpet for open borders. “If America looks like a 
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good investment,” he said, “why, we should be pleased and proud of it. 
Who are we to bellyache about somebody else wanting to [invest].?” 
Certainly Reagan’s generous comments must have satisfied his hosts, 
who eagerly accepted the former president’s support. On a Fujisankei- 
owned station, Reagan was asked about the headline of the day: Sony’s 
takeover of Columbia Pictures. Showing no compunction about criticiz¬ 
ing his former home turf, Reagan said, “I just have a feeling that maybe 
Flollywood needs some outsiders to bring back decency and good taste 
to some of the pictures that are being made.” For a mere $2 million, the 
Japanese “outsiders” got their message driven home by a master. 

Reagan’s run for the money wasn’t fueled by financial exigency. 
Flis prepresidential investments had paid off generously—from the 
almost $2 million sale of his home to 20th Century Fox (a house origi¬ 
nally purchased for one-twentieth the cost) to his careful savings from 
his years as a B-movie actor (during the 1940s, he had pulled down a 
hundred fifty thousand dollars a year on average). With the negotiat¬ 
ing help of George Scharffenberger, who oversaw his blind trust in¬ 
vestments when president, Reagan secured a reported $5 million deal 
for his memoirs and a book of speeches. Nancy got another $2 million 
for hers. Reagan lived out his days in a seventy-two-hundred- 
square-foot home in Bel Air, California. 

When it was reported that Reagan would earn millions for his 
writings, George FI. W. Bush was asked if he thought his forerunner 
was “cashing in” on his time in office. “I don’t know that Fd call it 
‘cashing in,’ ” Bush snapped. “I expect every President has written 
his memoirs and received money for it. . . . Grant got half a million 
bucks. That’s when half a million really meant something.” Of course, 
even in 1989 half a million dollars still “meant something” to most 
Americans—as it still does today—but Bush’s history was altogether 
wrong. Grant was an anomaly, the only former president until Teddy 
Roosevelt to produce a memoir. And since he finished it only days 
before expiring, the considerable income the book earned went to his 
family, not Grant himself 
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It’s curious, then, that Bush is the only modern president to have 
forgone writing a memoir. Instead, Bush has concentrated on other 
means to profit from the symbolic power of the Oval Office. In his 
first years out of power. Bush leaped on the bandwagon of corporate 
opportunity. Often charging a hundred thousand dollars for an over¬ 
seas speech. Bush worked to benefit dozens of companies, especially 
in Asia, traveling to China at least eight times in his initial years out of 
office. The first former commander-in-chief to have professional ex¬ 
perience with the CIA and the oil sector, not to mention close per¬ 
sonal relations with the Saudi royal family. Bush was ideally suited to 
play rainmaker. These relationships helped forge what Michael Lewis 
aptly dubs “access capitalism,” or what William Power describes as 
“Beltway alchemy; turning global connections into gold.” 

One of the most convincing illustrations of access capitalism at 
work is found in the highly secretive and hugely successful private 
equity firm known as the Carlyle Group. Founded in 1987, Carlyle in¬ 
vests in sectors ranging from telecommunications to technology, 
though its reputation today stems largely from its buyouts of aerospace 
and defense companies. (It is usually listed as one of the top fifteen 
defense contracting firms in the United States.) Fortune described Car¬ 
lyle’s activities plainly: capitalizing on the absence of restrictions on 
ex-government officials’ soliciting investments (as opposed to “lobby¬ 
ing”), “This is a firm that’s been built on the backs of Bush and other 
big shots who have lent Carlyle their names, their golden networks of 
friends in high places, and their insights into how government works.” 
Indeed, Carlyle has flourished by enlisting a roster of quintessential 
political insiders from both sides of the Atlantic, including Reagan’s 
secretary of defense Frank Carlucci; former British prime minister 
John Major; George H. W. Bush’s secretary of state James Baker; and 
from May 1998 until October 2003, the senior president Bush himself 

After the attacks of September 11, 2001, the revelations of Car¬ 
lyle’s connection with the bin Laden family made the private equity 
group a household name. Under the firm’s auspices, George H. W. 
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Bush had visited the bin Laden family in Saudi Arabia at least twice 
in 1998 and 2000, and the bin Ladens had invested several million 
dollars in a Carlyle fund. That the bin Laden family could profit from 
America’s rapid increase in its war on terrorism produced an intense 
outcry, and by late October 2001 the bin Laden family’s Carlyle in¬ 
vestments had been liquidated. (Bush wasn’t the only ex-president to 
associate with the bin Laden clan; before 9/11, Jimmy Carter garnered 
two hundred thousand dollars for the Carter Center after dining with 
ten of Osama bin Laden’s brothers.) 

At Carlyle, George H. W. Bush wasn’t rewarded as monumentally 
as his close friend James Baker, who became a full partner in the com¬ 
pany. But as a senior advisor on Asia, whose chief function was to 
open doors and sway investor audiences. Bush did very well both 
from his speeches at investment gatherings and through his ability to 
reinvest his compensation as equity stakes in Carlyle funds. Just how 
well he did we may never know, since Carlyle is under no obligation 
to disclose its wages and earnings. (Carlyle cofounder David Ruben- 
stein says only that Bush was paid “in line with market rates.”) Re¬ 
sponding to the questionable blurring of politics and finance, the 
Carlyle Group contends that Bush merely addressed audiences, and 
then a Carlyle principal asked for the money. In other words. Bush 
steered clear of all financial transactions. The former president even¬ 
tually stepped down, seven months after the bombing of Baghdad 
began under his son’s administration. Even before Carlyle enlisted 
him to help woo its overseas clients. Bush was estimated to be worth 
in the neighborhood of $20 million. 

As profitable as Bush’s work for Carlyle probably was, his single 
largest postpresidential financial coup may have come as a result of his 
involvement with the short-lived telecom start-up Global Crossing. 
Invited to speak in Japan on the firm’s behalf (its cochair was a friend). 
Bush was allowed to invest his eighty-thousand-dollar speaking fee as 
equity in the firm. In the bamboozling years of the dot-com gold rush. 
Bush’s stake soon ballooned to $14 million. The company never 
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posted a penny of earnings, and went bust within a few years, becom¬ 
ing a pathetic poster child for the Internet bubble. How much Bush 
unloaded before its collapse is unknown. 

Though Bush’s postpresidential income history has hardly been 
transparent, it seems clear that Bill Clinton’s remuneration has outdone 
that of his predecessor in his first years out of office. The staggering 
amount of money Clinton has amassed from speaking fees alone—more 
than $50 million between 2001 and 2007—puts the celebrity 
ex-president in a special category. Though he left the White House in 
the midst of ongoing litigation and scandal and more than $11 million 
in the red thanks to legal fees, the former president and his wife roared 
back with book deals valued at $10 million and $8 million, respectively, 
thrusting him quickly into the ranks of the very rich. 

The bulk of Clinton’s funds was earned straightforwardly—giving 
speeches for wealthy individuals and institutions, many for more than 
two hundred thousand dollars a shot. In selecting his clients, Clinton 
hardly discriminated: he spoke to biotech firms, religious groups, 
country clubs, life insurance companies, universities, and banks. He 
even charged the Boys and Girls Club of America a hundred and fifty 
thousand for his troubles. All told, two-thirds of Clinton’s speaking 
fees from this period came from outside the United States, including 
six hundred thousand for two speeches to a Saudi investment com¬ 
pany. At times, those Clinton addressed were also prominent donors 
to his wife’s Senate and presidential runs, including Goldman Sachs 
and Citigroup. The public is privy to these coincidences only be¬ 
cause, as a senator, Hillary Clinton is bound to financial disclosure 
requirements on her family’s personal earnings. 

Clinton’s gift of oratory has served him well and, with a few nota¬ 
ble exceptions, allowed him to pass up the customary corporate rela¬ 
tionships of his Republican predecessors. The one astonishing 
example where Clinton’s consulting paid off handsomely is with his 
close personal friend Ron Burkle. A California billionaire who made 
his money in supermarkets, Burkle is a major Clinton fund-raiser and 
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contributor to the former president’s philanthropic activities and pres¬ 
idential library. From 2002 to 2007, Clinton signed on to participate as 
a senior adviser to two of Burkle’s Yucaipa Companies’ private equity 
investment funds, complete with a stake in the profits. His charge was 
simply to suss out good investment opportunities, lend legitimacy to 
the efforts, and, naturally, act as rainmaker extraordinaire. While Clin¬ 
ton’s actual earnings are difficult to estimate—he established his own 
limited liability company to handle his side of things—it has been 
reported that his overall payout through 2007 was somewhere between 
$12 million and $15 million. 

Clinton even made news with his choice of office space. After 
leaving office, he first set his sights on a suite in one of the world’s 
most expensive commercial blocks, on West Fifty-seventh Street in 
midtown Manhattan. But the going rate for the space was eight hun¬ 
dred thousand dollars a year, and Clinton was soon shamed into drop¬ 
ping the idea. Instead, the man who Toni Morrison dubbed “the first 
black president” moved uptown to Harlem, leasing a fourteenth-floor 
penthouse suite. Though Clinton’s Harlem digs cost a lot less than 
a midtown redoubt, at half a million dollars it was still the highest 
taxpayer-supported rent any former president had ever demanded. 



PRESIDENTIAL LIBRARIES AND 
THE POLITICS OP LEGACY 


Does [the presidential library] have flaws? Sure, just like America has 
flaws. But you can’t get to Churchill’s papers, or de Gaulle’s, like you can 
get at FDR’s. Hirohito, I think one guy’s been allowed to see his diaries. 

Stephen Ambrose 

'I'he images [at the John F. Kennedy library] are so powerful, so 
compelling—it’s hard even for me to be objective. 

Robert Dallek 

History will bear me out, particularly as I shall write that history myself 

Winston Churchill 


T hroughout history, monumental structures have been 
built to evince grandeur and memorialize leaders: Egypt had its 
pyramids, Greece its temples, India its Taj Mahal. In the United 
States, the presidential library provides its own official setting for hero 
worship. In a country bereft of emperors, monarchs, or pharaohs, 
America’s most powerful elected officials have embraced libraries as 
their personal shrines. 
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From their modest origins in Franklin Delano Roosevelt’s volun¬ 
tary handover of his papers, presidential libraries have become big 
business in the modern era, housed in outsized edifices glorifying 
those who have held the Oval Office. Yet unlike the subjects of most 
ancient monuments, presidents are active participants in their own 
consecration, sharing in everything from conception to execution— 
including design, fund-raising, construction, and historical interpreta¬ 
tion. Architectural expressions of an imperial presidency, these 
elaborate repositories for documents and exhibits are now a signature 
feature of a former president’s legacy. 

Presidential libraries are a growth industry—literally—with most 
new examples eclipsing their predecessors in volume and cost. 
Under development at Southern Methodist University in Dallas, 
George W. Bush’s presidential library, reportedly budgeted at an as¬ 
tounding $500 million, is the latest instance of postpresidential gi¬ 
gantism. Together with his projected public affairs institute. Bush’s 
library may end up costing triple the amount of Bill Clinton’s complex 
in Little Rock, Arkansas; six times that of his father’s, located three 
hours south in College Station, Texas; and (accounting for inflation) 
fifty times that of Flarry Truman’s in Independence, Missouri. 

These ever grander libraries also serve as a showcase for their de 
rigueur counterpart, the presidential museum (the term presidential li¬ 
brary now generally refers to both). Boosting and burnishing their 
subjects’ reputations through often partisan exhibits, presidential mu¬ 
seums have become a key instrument in each new ex-president’s 
campaign to revise history. Since most visitors to library complexes 
are tourists and not scholars—recent figures show only ten thousand 
researchers among 2 million attendees—the treatment given to a 
president’s life and career in his official museum can potentially shape 
public opinion. 

A painstaking collector of documents and memorabilia, Franklin 
Roosevelt was influential in establishing the public museum function 
of libraries. Envisioning his library as a popular tourist destination, Roo- 
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sevelt compiled a prodigious cross section of his belongings, pre¬ 
sented both to entertain and to educate. Following his lead, many 
former presidents and their families have taken such a hand in or¬ 
chestrating their libraries’ development that many are now informal 
curators themselves. 

The curatorial aspects of presidential libraries are no different from 
those of any museum where narratives are constructed and arguments 
are made. But these institutions aren’t your garden-variety museum; 
they are high-stakes, taxpayer-supported bodies with the capacity to 
influence popular thinking on American history. Historical events with 
checkered reputations inevitably receive short shrift: the Iran-Contra 
scandal gets barely a mention in the Ronald Reagan library; the Lewin¬ 
sky follies are an afterthought in Clinton’s Little Rock carapace; most 
famously, even the crimes of Watergate were originally passed over in 
Nixon’s once-private facility. Sharon Fawcett, assistant archivist for 
presidential libraries at the National Archives—the senior supervisor of 
the presidential library system—couldn’t be more explicit: “A presiden¬ 
tial exhibit is an artifact of history. It’s a view of how the president 
viewed his administration.” In that light, George H. W. Bush’s claim at 
his library’s inaugural that “whether we got things right or could have 
done things better, the beautiful thing about this library ... is that his¬ 
tory can make that determination” is earnest if naive. No force as ab¬ 
stract as “history,” after all, can determine any such thing—at least not 
until human beings, including not just journalists and historians but the 
president and his team themselves, begin the process. 


Origins of the Presidential Library System 
-essee- 

The presidential library is of relatively recent vintage. After Franklin 
Roosevelt announced in December 1938 that he was creating a pub¬ 
lic archive for his papers, seventeen years passed before the U.S. 
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Congress legislated order into the system. The Presidential Libraries 
Act of 1955 established a private-public partnership whereby the pres¬ 
ident raises funds for his building, deeds his papers to the government 
(while retaining legal ownership), and in return receives the govern¬ 
ment’s commitment to the building’s upkeep. The Hyde Park house 
that Roosevelt built catalyzed this quid pro quo relationship; sensitive 
to history, FDR urged that “material of this kind . . . ought not be 
broken up. It ought to be kept intact. It ought not be sold at auction. 
It ought not be scattered among descendants.” 

Prior to the legislation, anarchy reigned in the handling of presi¬ 
dential materials. The presidents’ papers were considered private 
property; upon leaving office, presidents carted their documents off 
with them, becoming (along with their families) the final arbiters of 
their disposition. Sometimes the papers were destroyed through the 
inattention of careless heirs, lost to the world by fire and mildew; 
sometimes the market ruled and they were sold to the highest bidder. 
Important documents were purged, neglected, secreted, or forgotten. 
Twenty-three of our former presidents’ papers did make their way to 
the Library of Congress, but these collections were always incom¬ 
plete, stripped like termite damage of vital elements. This unsystem¬ 
atized free-for-all led to incalculable loss. 

The strange career of presidential papers is all the more surprising 
since even the first president recognized their historical significance. 
“A species of public property, sacred in my hands,” George Washing¬ 
ton somewhat affectedly called them; he had hoped to erect a struc¬ 
ture to house his, but passed away before he could. The Library of 
Congress gladly accepted Washington’s papers, as well as those of the 
other early Virginians. Upon transferal, the collection of Washington’s 
papers included sixty-five thousand documents, but the Jefferson col¬ 
lection had only twenty-five thousand, Madison’s twelve thousand 
five hundred, and Monroe’s a paltry four thousand. (By contrast, Wil¬ 
liam Howard Taft’s single term yielded seven hundred thousand doc¬ 
uments.) 
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Whereas public access to presidential papers is now guided by 
law, until not long ago presidents and their families had the final say 
over when such collections would be opened to the public. Abraham 
Lincoln’s son Robert Todd Lincoln handed his father’s papers to the 
Library of Congress after discarding what he deemed insignificant 
and with the provision that they remain unopened until 1947, 
twenty-one years after his own death. The papers of Adams pere and 
fils, jealously guarded for more than a century, were made available 
only in 1950 at the behest of the Massachusetts Historical Society. 

Things could have been worse. Fire consumed a major part of the 
written record of Andrew Jackson’s and John Tyler’s administrations. 
Martin Van Buren destroyed a large number of his papers while still in 
office. On his deathbed, Chester Alan Arthur supervised the torching 
of most of his private materials. And Florence Harding, Warren Hard¬ 
ing’s long-suffering widow, set fire to perhaps half the documents of 
her serial-philandering husband. Only one president, Rutherford B. 
Hayes, had his papers providently deposited in a private library—the 
very first presidential library built exclusively for that purpose. It was 
a visionary act. 

Apprehensive perhaps at the founding of Hayes’s institution in 
1916, former president William Howard Taft worried openly that pri¬ 
vate ownership of presidential documents could deprive the public 
record of “some of the most interesting documents of governmental 
origin bearing on the history of an administration.” But Taft’s anxiety 
didn’t translate into action. It took the dizzyingly progressive New 
Deal period, with its faith in the productive potential of government 
and the positive benefits of public access, to help inspire Franklin 
Roosevelt’s farsighted project. Cognizant of the disarray and chaos 
that bedeviled his predecessors’ materials, Roosevelt sought a single 
site where the public could easily access all his papers. 

The presidential documents of Roosevelt’s successor, Harry Tru¬ 
man, were the first to be subject to the Presidential Libraries Act. 
The federal cost of upkeep at the time was a shade more than sixty 
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thousand dollars, a small investment for securing the materials’ open 
access and guarding their safety. Eisenhower, who had signed the 
PLA, dedicated his own library in 1962, which was followed three 
months later by Herbert Hoover’s facility in West Branch, Iowa. With 
a quartet of libraries under its wing, the National Archives established 
an Office of Presidential Libraries in 1964 to watch over future acqui¬ 
sitions and expansions. The office placed no restraints on the size of 
future facilities—but few could have imagined the astronomical 
growth that was to come. 

The Lyndon Baines Johnson Library and Museum at the Univer¬ 
sity of Texas-Austin was the first to depart from the relative mod¬ 
esty of the earlier ventures. Dedicated in 1971, Johnson’s library was 
as grandiose as the man himself Warehousing 31 million documents, 
from Johnson’s congressional career through his presidency, the col¬ 
lection far surpassed the holdings of any previous presidential archive. 
Although social critic Robert Hughes suggested, a bit excessively, that 
the only function of LBJ’s library would be “pharaonic commemora¬ 
tion,” by calling it “a reductio ad absurdum of the presidential library 
system,” Hughes presciently recognized Johnson’s monument as a 
prototype for the years ahead. 

Two years later, the auto-da-fe of Watergate signaled a turning 
point for presidential libraries. Not only did Richard Nixon avoid cer¬ 
tain impeachment and likely conviction by resigning his office, he 
conveniently brokered a sweetheart deal with the General Services 
Administration the month of his infamous pardon. By depositing his 
papers with the GSA, rather than deeding his papers to them, Nixon 
ensured that after three years he could regain control over all his doc¬ 
uments. 

The public was appalled. In the wake of Watergate, Congress re¬ 
sponded quickly, directing the National Archives to retake control of 
Nixon’s writings, tapes, and other paraphernalia, and mandating that 
the materials be stored in the District of Columbia metropolitan area. 
Although the government had custody rather than ownership, this 
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step preserved the materials from potential destruction, subverting 
Nixon’s eleventh-hour ploy. 

The convulsions of Watergate, and the backlash against the bur¬ 
geoning of the imperial presidency in the Nixon years, compelled the 
government to address the question of the ownership of presidential 
papers. The Supreme Court took a first step in 1977, ruling that the 
congressional seizure of Nixon’s papers and tapes was constitutional, 
though it left open the question of their legal title. The next year 
Congress finished the job with the milestone Presidential Records 
Act, which determined that “the United States shall reserve and re¬ 
tain complete ownership, possession, and control of Presidential rec¬ 
ords.” Presidential records would now be public property. Most papers 
were to become accessible five years after a president left office, with 
confidential communications sealed for another seven years. 

For Nixon, however, the battle to retain rights over his papers was 
only beginning. After losing one count, he quickly filed suit to keep 
the papers sealed on the grounds of privacy, launching two decades of 
protracted litigation over his presidential materials. Optimistic that a 
settlement could be reached, he attempted to set up his library at 
Duke University in the 1980s. When that effort failed, a private Nixon 
library, the Richard Nixon Library and Birthplace in Yorba Linda, 
California, was established in 1991. The Nixon library stood outside 
the jurisdiction of the National Archives and Records Administration; 
bereft of his presidential papers, it housed only Nixon’s pre- and post- 
presidential documents. 

The Nixon family did get the last laugh. In 2000, six years after 
Nixon’s death, the U.S. Justice Department awarded $18 million to 
his estate as compensation for “taking” property a quarter century 
earlier that it now conceded was properly his. (The appeals court had 
ruled in his favor on the issue in 1992.) Aghast, Peter Kornbluh of the 
National Security Archives flipped the pronoun: “It is unfortunate,” 
he said, “that taxpayers have to pay for what is already rightfully 
theirsr 
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More than two decades of litigation now behind them, the former 
president’s daughters, Tricia Nixon Cox and Julie Nixon Eisenhower, 
could now focus on uniting their private library facility with the Fed¬ 
eral Archives and transferring their father’s presidential materials to 
Yorba Linda. But a few hurdles remained. The sisters, who had feuded 
over a $19 million library bequest from Nixon’s great pal Bebe Robozo 
in 1998, now battled over proper oversight of their father’s library. Tri¬ 
cia wanted an insider family management scheme; Julie pushed for a 
more representative board. This would be the last obstacle before the 
long-awaited breakthrough; in 2007 the Nixon library formally be¬ 
came a part of the National Archives. After more than three decades, 
Nixon’s presidential materials are switching coasts, moving from a 
warehouse in College Park, Maryland, to the now federally adminis¬ 
tered Nixon library in Yorba Linda, California, a badly needed correc¬ 
tive to the library’s gaping hole. 


The Growing Size and Cost oe Libraries 

—esee— 

The drawn-out Nixon saga was far from the only problem to beset the 
federally managed presidential libraries. The runaway costs of these 
institutions have also invited increasing attention. Florida senator 
Lawton Chiles led the legislative crusade against postpresidential 
perks and the library system’s galloping price tag. His colleague Ar¬ 
kansas senator David Pryor, who later became the first dean of Bill 
Clinton’s School of Public Service at the University of Arkansas, 
joined Chiles’s efforts, underscoring “the increasing dollar conscious¬ 
ness of the American people . . . and the Presidential library system 
[being no] exception to that concern.” 

The original Presidential Libraries Act of 1955, written when ex¬ 
penditures were still small and presidential libraries few, had studi¬ 
ously avoided imposing any fiscal or aesthetic restrictions on the 
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facilities. Three decades later, however, a $15 million annual budget 
led to an outcry from reformers to rein in costs. For six years. Chiles 
fought to wean the government off what he considered the presiden¬ 
tial library drug. 

The product of Chiles’s advocacy, the Presidential Libraries Act 
of 1986, was signed into law by Ronald Reagan. The new law created 
financial and size limitations for future libraries and required an en¬ 
dowment to defray the government’s upkeep costs. Going forward, 
educational and other programming would be mostly sourced from 
these funds. But the idea that endowments could cover rising expen¬ 
ditures proved illusory; in practice, they rarely covered even general 
operating expenses. In 2004 the George H. W. Bush library at Texas 
A&M, the first to fall under the law’s jurisdiction, raised a $4.5 million 
endowment that generated approximately two hundred thousand dol¬ 
lars in annual income, which hardly offset the library’s $3 million 
annual operating costs. Under the legislation’s restrictions, libraries 
larger than seventy thousand square feet would have to pony up even 
more—a provision that prompted creative evasions. The Clinton Foun¬ 
dation, for example, built a one-hundred-fifty-two-thousand-square- 
foot structure, but used more than half the space for other purposes, 
leaving sixty-nine thousand square feet to house the archives and li¬ 
brary. George FI. W. Bush’s library occupies precisely sixty-nine thou¬ 
sand five hundred square feet. 

Taxpayers today are faced with an almost $60 million price tag to 
maintain the presidential libraries. Part of this includes storage fees 
for the vast increase in the number of documents. The Roosevelt li¬ 
brary holds 17 million documents; Clinton’s library stores more than 
four times that number. In recent years, the libraries have also been 
required to hold on to all electronic communications, only adding to 
the costs: no simple process—Clinton alone had 48 million pages of 
e-mail. 

While critics worry about the growth of the archives, document 
preservation and access are still viewed as the core of the presidential 
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library enterprise. Other components of the library complex—retail 
stores selling Ronald Reagan golf balls, bald eagle wind chimes, or 
reproductions of Nixon’s photo op with Elvis—are viewed more skep¬ 
tically. Why should taxpayers assume the burden of funding the mar¬ 
keting of schlock.? As noted, efforts to limit the excessiveness of 
presidential complexes have seen only limited success. If anything, 
since the 1986 Presidential Libraries Act these private-public ven¬ 
tures have only ballooned further. Are there remedies that might 
achieve greater sobriety and moderation in the future.? 

For years there has been talk of centralizing the presidential li¬ 
braries, moving them from the various museum facilities to Washing¬ 
ton, D.C., and placing them under one roof in the National Archives 
or the Library of Congress, providing one-stop shopping for history 
buffs and researchers. Though geographically isolated scholars might 
make the inevitable arguments against the East Coast bias of such a 
scheme, it’s hard to deny that a move like this would create enormous 
cost savings. (For one thing, it would eliminate the need to create 
endless replicas of the Oval Office.) Unified management would also 
encourage scholarly consistency. As former Truman library director 
Larry Hackman argues, “you would likely have much more balance if 
[the libraries] were not separate.” The 1986 Presidential Libraries Act 
actually suggested a “Museum of the Presidents,” though, perhaps 
unsurprisingly, the dreary-sounding idea went nowhere. 

Of course the complexity of the existing libraries—and the money, 
commitment, and marketing that went into creating them—makes 
any suggestion of wholesale relocation and transformation impractical 
at best. Instead, some have called for a new model of restraint going 
forward, encouraging future presidents to “just say no” to building 
their own ego temples and to place their records with the National 
Archives in Washington, along with a modest space to display their 
wares and memorabilia. Those who desire a separate bells-and-whistles 
museum should arrange for it to be privately financed. Archivist- 
advocate Richard Cox says it will take an “enlightened president” to 
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make this a reality, one who is prepared to buck the powerful 
legacy-shaping route of his predecessors and campaign to start a “Cen¬ 
ter for the Study of the Presidency.” 

Nonetheless, there have been prominent defenders of decentral¬ 
ization. Historian Arthur M. Schlesinger Jr. was a persistent champion 
of keeping the regional outposts, which he considered an “unqualified 
good.” Departing from his customary New Deal prism, he argued that 
the public was better served when libraries were fanned out across the 
country rather than “swallowed up in the oceanic depositories of Wash¬ 
ington.” For Schlesinger, presidential libraries represented Jacksonian 
democracy at work. But even sharp critics of the presidential library 
system don’t rule out further internal reform. “Mend it, don’t end it,” 
urges presidential library scholar Benjamin Hufbauer. Legislating fur¬ 
ther restrictions on a library’s overall girth is one idea; offering a more 
complex reading of a president’s time in office, without guaranteeing 
final cut to the former president and family, another. And to be sure, 
the longer a president is out of office, the easier it is to move past hagi¬ 
ography toward a more dispassionate historical interpretation. 


Paying for Influence 

—esee— 

Of all the suggestions for reform, perhaps the most pressing is the need 
to institute greater transparency by requiring that donor contribu¬ 
tions be revealed to the public. As it is always easier to fund-raise when 
in power, the specter of accepting library donations in exchange for 
influence has raised serious concerns about conflict of interest. Wash¬ 
ington columnist Richard Cohen’s cutting assertion that “an Amer¬ 
ican president’s museum is a direct reflection of nothing more than his 
ability to make friends with rich people while in office” is extreme, but 
as libraries swell in size and cost, the fund-raising imperative has be¬ 
come a creeping burden during each new president’s tenure. 
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Unlike American campaign finance laws, which bind donors to a 
very strict set of reporting guidelines and forbid corporations and for¬ 
eign entities from giving funds to a candidate, presidential library giv¬ 
ing is subject to very few restrictions or disclosure requirements. As 
such, presidential libraries represent an excellent vehicle for foreign 
governments or multinational corporations seeking to convey their af¬ 
fection for a U.S. president. The presidential foundations that spear¬ 
head the fund-raising can also accept unlimited tax-deductible 
contributions from domestic donors. Gold plaques with donor names 
may adorn library entranceways, but without any transparency obliga¬ 
tions they inevitably tell only part of the story. 

Library advocates like Skip Rutherford, former head of the William 
J. Clinton Foundation, and Sharon Fawcett of the Office of Presidential 
Libraries at the National Archives and Records Administration both 
insist that greater disclosure requirements would have a “chilling ef¬ 
fect” on giving. Many donors prefer to stay in the shadows, they sug¬ 
gest, for fear of being trampled by a stampede of fund-raisers and 
development officers. Lifting the veil, it is argued, would unfairly 
compromise the environment for financing library complexes. 

Richard Cox, who advocates for greater transparency, finds that 
claim spurious. “Fm an archivist, but Fm a citizen and taxpayer first. 
The idea of a chilling effect is the silliest thing Fve ever heard. Ar¬ 
chives are not just about memory and history, they are about ac¬ 
countability.” Charles Lewis, formerly of the Center for Public 
Integrity, goes further. “If a donor is giving millions of dollars to the 
president to enhance his immortality, and doing it while the chief 
executive is still in the Oval Office, the amount of power that donor 
has acquired is off the charts.” With a reasonably short window of 
time to raise the funds—as well as all the other planning needs, 
whether acquiring land, negotiating with municipalities, dealing 
with the National Archives, or gauging economic development— 
tax-exempt private foundations are usually established while a presi¬ 
dent is still in power. Hardwired into this process are unavoidable 
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conflicts of interest and an “invitation for potentially serious influence 
on the political process.” 

In recent years, corporate donors have often taken a backseat to the 
largesse of foreign governments, particularly from the Middle East, 
where American party affiliation matters little in the decision-making 
calculus for giving. One former Clinton fund-raiser explains that foreign 
states will give to both Democratic and Republican libraries alike for 
one simple reason; spreading wealth is a win-win game. By giving money 
to a president today, you signal your availability for support to the next 
president tomorrow. The governments of Saudia Arabia and Kuwait, for 
example, gave generously to both the George H. W. Bush and the Bill 
Clinton libraries, with the Saudis contributing around $10 million to 
each. It’s reasonable to assume they will do the same for Bush 43. 

Transparency in such library contributions would help citizens as¬ 
sess whether corporate donations or sovereign governments’ gifts in¬ 
fluence a president’s policies. A detailed federal budget exists for what 
taxpayers are providing to presidential libraries across America. Why 
not demand the same for private contributions.^ It’s hard to see why the 
public interest wouldn’t be better served if we knew who gives what. 


The Antinomies oe 9/11 

-ese- 

Public access to presidential materials raises a different set of trans¬ 
parency questions. In the aftermath of September 11, 2001, new regu¬ 
lations were passed to legitimize secrecy on national security 
grounds—and access to presidential records became one victim of the 
new secrecy measures. On the counsel of Attorney General Alberto 
Gonzales, George W. Bush signed an executive order extending the 
twelve-year waiting period on classified documents. Violating the let¬ 
ter and spirit of the Presidential Records Act, Executive Order 13233 
gives the sitting president, and all former presidents, authority to 
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withhold sensitive materials even after the waiting period has lapsed. 
Most controversially, it permits an appointed representative of a de¬ 
ceased president to do the same. While presidential archivist Sharon 
Fawcett contends that the volume of withheld materials has been mi¬ 
nuscule, she acknowledges that for scholars the most problematic ele¬ 
ment is the extension of privilege to family members after a president’s 
death. Others say that what’s at stake is the public ownership of the 
papers. “They may be public property,” says Benjamin Flufbauer, 
“but if no one can see them, are they really publicly owned.^” Re¬ 
searchers complain that the necessary extra review time adds at least 
six months to certain requests. The Flouse of Representatives voted 
overwhelmingly to override the Executive Order, but by the end of 
2008 the full Senate had still not brought it to a vote. 

The post-9/11 period was not the first time such restrictions had 
been placed on access to presidential papers. Bush’s father at¬ 
tempted his own end run around the federal regulations. The day 
before he left office in 1993, Bush’s lawyers cut a deal with the Na¬ 
tional Archives—later backed by Clinton’s Justice Department—to 
obtain full control of all his computerized records. Flelpfully, the head 
of the National Archives, Don Wilson, was appointed director of the 
Bush Library at Texas A&M. Despite the favorable conditions, a fed¬ 
eral judge ruled in 1996 that the archives had no right to surrender the 
records and that the deal had contravened the Presidential Records 
Act. The PRA stood vindicated—at least until the younger Bush’s 
executive order flouted it once again. 


The First Libraries: FDR, Truman, Eisenhower 

-essee- 

The presidential library system has its roots in the far-reaching 
vision—and compulsive collector’s mentality—of Franklin Roosevelt. 
Dedicated five months before the United States entered World War 
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II, the Roosevelt library drew a stark contrast with the contraction of 
open society around the world. “This latest addition to the archives of 
America,” Roosevelt himself declared, “is dedicated at a moment 
when government of the people by themselves is being attacked ev¬ 
erywhere.” FDR’s decision was a victory for the historically minded, 
and he has long been hailed as a hero by many in the archival field. Of 
course, there were more pedestrian motivations for the move— 
Roosevelt wanted a space to bring his papers together in preparation 
for writing his memoirs—but they hardly undercut the significance of 
his act. 

An amateur architect, FDR himself drew up the plans for his li¬ 
brary, a single-story Dutch colonial facility to be constructed of local 
fieldstone. Roosevelt was evidently more progressive in his politics 
than in his architectural taste: his library drew less on the streamlined 
modernist motifs of leading-edge design in his day than on the his¬ 
torical revival movement that marked much domestic architecture 
between the wars. Roosevelt also drew inspiration from the tradition¬ 
alism of his predecessor Thomas Jefferson. 

Although Roosevelt laid the first fieldstone, Truman’s library was 
the earliest established under the terms of the Presidential Libraries 
Act of 1955. Compared with the ever more grand and commercialized 
libraries of recent presidents, Truman’s humble structure seems like a 
library from another planet. Originally intended for his family’s prop¬ 
erty, it was ultimately constructed on another site a mile away (“Ain’t 
no use wastin’ good farmland on any dang library,” Truman’s brother 
observed). 

For Truman, visits to his library became part of his daily routine. 
Until health problems set him back in the mid-1960s, he spent every 
weekday there, serving as a kind of civics impresario—providing 
tours, instructing high school students, and giving his impressions of 
history and the world. (“Korea,” he responded consistently, when 
asked what was the most difficult decision he ever made.) Filled with 
the former president’s bric-a-brac, the library allowed Truman to 
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spend his retirement living among the artifacts of his public past. 
Many of his private papers, meanwhile, remained sealed until after 
his death, frustrating scholars for decades. 

The Harry S. Truman Library Inc. was responsible for raising the 
necessary funds—just under $2 million—to build the library. Reflect¬ 
ing the power dynamics of the time, the larger donations came from 
labor leaders and organizations—the United Steel Workers, the Amal¬ 
gamated Clothing Workers, labor giant John L. Lewis himself—rather 
than the oil magnates of the Persian Gulf No amateur architect, Tru¬ 
man had hoped that his library would have a simple facade, something 
like FDR’s neocolonial structure—or, even better, something resem¬ 
bling his grandfather’s home. But the library’s final design was a spare, 
contemporary edifice that to some recalled the work of Frank Lloyd 
Wright. “It’s got too much of that fellow in it to suit me,” Truman 
grumbled. 

The library was dedicated in July 1957, during Dwight Eisen¬ 
hower’s second term, and given the two presidents’ bitter relations, 
journalist Richard Rovere suggested that the occasion could offer a 
forum for “one of the great hatchet-buryings in American history.” Yet 
it was not to be: Despite the cross section of worthies who attended— 
including Eleanor Roosevelt, Earl Warren, Lyndon Johnson, Averell 
Harriman, and Dean Acheson—Eisenhower merely sent an imper¬ 
sonal note of regret. “Only if [Ike] had sent the GSA employee who is 
up for night watchman at the library” in his stead, one wag com¬ 
mented, “could Mr. Eisenhower have expressed his cold detachment 
more pointedly.” The only other living ex-president, Herbert Hoover, 
pledged that “except for acts of God or evil persons” he would par¬ 
ticipate. He kept his word. 

Eisenhower’s own library dedication followed five years later, in 
May 1962. Housing roughly 12 million papers—and costing nearly 
twice what Truman’s had—Ike’s facility was built on property adja¬ 
cent to his Abilene, Kansas, childhood home, far from his postpresi- 
dential residence in Gettysburg, Pennsylvania. He would visit the 
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facility sparingly, but he is buried in a chapel on the grounds, making 
his presence a permanent one. 

The dedication ceremony for the Eisenhower library was the larg¬ 
est gathering in Abilene’s history. With the cultural revolutions of the 
1960s only beginning to waft through the air, Eisenhower used the 
occasion to lament his country’s ebbing morality. “I wonder if our 
pioneer forefathers came back and saw us doing the Twist instead of 
the minuet, what they would think,” he pondered. Modern art, too, 
came in for Ike’s scorn: “Today, art looks like a canvas of dripping 
paint that has been run over by a Tin Lizzy.” By missing the festivi¬ 
ties, Herbert Hoover, Harry Truman, and President John E. Kennedy 
were spared the sermon. 


Politics Enters: Herbert Hoover’s Library 

-esse- 

Only three months after Eisenhower’s morality plea, Herbert Hoover 
dedicated his own library, near his boyhood home in West Branch, 
Iowa. Unlike its predecessors, however, Hoover’s complex soon be¬ 
came enveloped in politics and intrigue. 

Hoover himself had never assumed that West Branch, where he 
had spent his first eleven years, would be the repository of his presi¬ 
dential papers. Rather, he had expected to grant them to the Hoover 
Institution, the think tank he had established on the campus of Stan¬ 
ford University. In 1895 Hoover had graduated from Stanford in its 
very first class; a quarter century later, he had given the university a 
fifty-thousand-dollar start-up contribution to establish the Hoover 
War Collection (later renamed the Hoover Institution on War, Revolu¬ 
tion and Peace) to analyze the root causes of war and revolution. 
Guided by Hoover’s political convictions, the Hoover Institution long 
maintained a conservative cast to its research and policy (his mission 
statement commanded the institution “to demonstrate the evils of 
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the doctrines of Karl Marx”), with right-leaning luminaries including 
Friedrich Flayek and Milton Friedman helping Floover realize his 
ambition. 

Yet by the 1950s, when the Presidential Libraries Act was passed, 
tensions had developed between the Floover Institution and its 
founder, who had grown concerned that some staff members were 
straying from Floover’s anti-Communist line. Moreover, Stanford’s 
history faculty had taken issue with the institution’s fund-raising ma¬ 
terials, which highlighted Floover’s express objective to counter the 
teachings of Marx. No institution should prejudge any historical 
issue, the professors complained; objectivity should be their only 
standard. 

Floover had a librarian’s yen for acquisition. Soon after Joseph Mc¬ 
Carthy’s death in 1957, he sought to obtain the papers of the Wiscon¬ 
sin senator, with whom he’d become friendly. By then, however, he so 
distrusted the Floover Institution faculty that he mandated that the 
McCarthy papers be deposited elsewhere. They “can be put in my 
personal archives,” he bellowed. “There are no left-wingers on that 
staff.” Before long, Stanford’s encroachment on the treasured auton¬ 
omy of his institution motivated Floover to look elsewhere for a per¬ 
manent home for his presidential papers. Ironically, this paragon of 
conservatism eventually turned to the federal government to solve 
the problem. After almost thirty years of residence in Palo Alto, 
Floover’s presidential papers were removed to his boyhood home of 
West Branch, the site of the newly established Flerbert Floover Birth¬ 
place Foundation. 

At the Floover library’s dedication in August 1962, Floover was 
joined by Flarry Truman, whose own library he had helped usher in 
five years earlier. The eighty-eight-year-old Floover braved the swel¬ 
tering August heat before a crowd of forty-five thousand onlookers. By 
then the political waters had calmed somewhat. During negotiations 
with the West Branch, Iowa Foundation, W. Glenn Campbell—an 
outspoken conservative who would later figure prominently in the 
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Reagan library controversy—took the helm of the Hoover Institution 
and managed to appease Hoover’s concerns about political drift. At 
length the former president’s anger at Stanford subsided enough that 
he accepted the honorary chairmanship of the university’s $100 mil¬ 
lion fund-raising campaign. 

Whatever the historical value of his library and its collections, 
Herbert Hoover’s indelible association with the Great Depression 
continues to limit its public profile. Though in recent years his home 
state of Iowa has assumed a dominant role in the presidential primary 
process, no contemporary campaign would welcome a chance to as¬ 
sociate its candidate with the disgraced former engineer. During the 
2008 presidential campaign, a number of candidates stumped at a 
nursing home directly across the street, yet preferred passing up the 
federal memorial to a former president just steps away. 


The Second Wave: Lyndon Baines Johnson 

—ese— 

After John F. Kennedy’s assassination, the Kennedy library should 
have followed Hoover’s, but the Kennedy facility was mired for years 
in debates over its location. The Kennedy family had hoped to see a 
Harvard-affiliated Kennedy library in Cambridge, Massachusetts, but 
residents fought back, fearful of a “tourist invasion,” with “the Goths 
overwhelming the intelligentsia.” The battle pushed back the library’s 
opening to 1979, when architect I. M. Pei completed his towering $14 
million white concrete-and-glass edifice—not in Cambridge, but 
overlooking Dorchester Bay in Boston proper. 

It would be Kennedy’s understudy, Lyndon Johnson, whose library 
unleashed a second wave of presidential shrines. Sharply diverging 
from its predecessors in size, expectation, cost, and purpose, John¬ 
son’s presidential library and school of public affairs recast the debate 
about the role and function of presidential libraries. 
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Lyndon Johnson’s daily existence was transformed after the presi¬ 
dency. He would spend the remainder of his life—one day shy of four 
years—in a period of reflection, detoxification (save a return to smok¬ 
ing), and hopeful redemption. Famously letting his hair grow long, 
Johnson seemed to have “resigned from life itself,” as his old friend 
John Connally put it. Apart from working on his memoirs, Johnson’s 
only other serious commitment was to watch closely over the estab¬ 
lishment of his library. 

During his presidency, Johnson had surveyed several potential 
locales. His hometown of Johnson City, named for a forebear, was an 
obvious candidate, as was Southwest Texas College in San Marcos, 
his undergraduate stomping grounds. Yet both sites would have re¬ 
quired Johnson to hit the pavement and raise funds. In contrast, the 
University of Texas, the alma mater of his wife and daughters, was 
prepared to finance the bulk of the facility. It was an offer he could 
not refuse; by 1965, Johnson and LIT had come to terms. 

Those who remember how faculty outcry helped scuttle plans to 
bring the Nixon and Reagan libraries to the Duke and Stanford cam¬ 
puses respectively may be surprised to learn that the UT faculty was 
not even consulted on the decision to bring LBJ’s library to the Uni¬ 
versity of Texas. According to library director Betty Sue Flowers, for 
the university’s board of regents the decision “was overdetermined 
from the beginning.” By early 1968, ground had been broken for both 
the library and the associated LBJ School of Public Affairs on a 
thirty-acre parcel originally occupied by low-income housing and dirt 
paths. In the spring, when Johnson announced that he would not seek 
reelection, work on the library redoubled. 

Consumed by his legacy—especially on civil rights—LBJ wanted 
to put his record on the line. Seeking to promote free exchange, John¬ 
son told his vice president, Hubert Humphrey, “I’m going to invite 
[black leaders] Stokely Carmichael and Rap Brown and we’re going to 
have a free-for-all debate. I’m going to show ’em what free speech re¬ 
ally is.” Beyond attracting black power’s A-list, Johnson also hoped to 


Presidential Libraries and teie Politics of Legacy / 93 


be appointed “statesman-in-residence,” finally exorcising his anxiety 
toward academic elites with an academic title at his own institution. 
Yet this dream was dashed; UT offered Johnson a mere honorary pro¬ 
fessorship, an honor he turned down. 

The Vietnam War was still raging when the Johnson complex was 
dedicated in May 1971. Presidential propriety, not rational choice, 
made Richard Nixon the keynote speaker. Although some demon¬ 
strations were expected, “the Texas Observer, the underground press 
and several hundred long-haired protestors” were kept at bay. Most 
Texans had no idea that their tax dollars had even paid for the com¬ 
plex. At the opening, Johnson had praised the objectivity of the mu¬ 
seum, declaring “it’s all here with the bark off.” One skeptical 
observer, journalist Molly Ivins, set out to test the claim, searching 
the library in vain for any criticism of the Vietnam War. The roughest 
example she found was a mild-mannered slap on Johnson’s wrist from 
the classical conductor Leopold Stokowski. 

Whereas earlier presidents had resisted the incursion of modern¬ 
ist design into their libraries, Lyndon Johnson jumped at the opportu¬ 
nity. Gordon Bunshaft of the then iiberchic Chicago firm Skidmore, 
Owings and Merrill was the chief architect. (Disciples of the Bauhaus 
master Mies Van der Rohe, SOM was acidly dubbed “three blind 
Mies” by dissenters.) Bunshaft set out to capture a virile LBJ in the 
lines of his library: “He’s very strong, you know. . . . There’s nothing 
‘chicken’ about him,” he said. Johnson biographer Robert Caro later 
contemptuously agreed, noting that the “huge, monolithic, window¬ 
less structure . . . says quite a bit about the man.” To architecture 
critic Ada Louise Huxtable, the library depicted a “pharaonic pom¬ 
posity.” Indeed, the political cartoonist Herblock sketched LBJ seated 
as pharaoh, titling his work “Opening of the Great Pyramid of Aus¬ 
tin.” Dressed in eight floors of cream travertine—a porous limestone 
in great favor with modernists of the era—the edifice looked modish 
at the time, but like so much architecture of the period aged quickly. 

Johnson was neurotic about drawing tourists to his library, even 
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suggesting opening the facilities at 7 a.m. and offering free doughnuts 
to fuel admission. In ill health in December 1972, Johnson partici¬ 
pated in a civil rights symposium, his last event at the library and his 
final major public appearance. Although physically weakened—close 
adviser Jack Valenti recalled that “in full view of the audience ... 
[LBJ] popped a nitroglycerine pill into his mouth”—he was still long 
on eloquence. “To be black in a white society,” he instructed, “is not 
to stand on level and equal ground.” And “let me make it plain that 
when I say ‘black’... I also mean brown and yellow and red and all 
the other people who suffer discrimination because of their color or 
their heritage.” In an echo of his nationally televised words after the 
Selma crisis of 1965, Johnson ended by declaring, “I am confident we 
shall overcome.” Six weeks later he was dead. 


The Saga of Richard M. Nixon 

—e®e— 

Johnson’s library was still under construction when Richard Nixon, 
months after his squeaker defeat over Hubert Humphrey and George 
Wallace, established his presidential library foundation. The move 
was unprecedented so early in one’s term. Anticipating the shape of 
things to come, the New York Times sounded the tocsin. “The perva¬ 
sive power of Federal regulatory agencies and the volume of Govern¬ 
ment contracts make it particularly unseemly for wealthy businessmen 
and other private individuals to contribute money to a foundation for 
this Presidential purpose.” By raising the troubling relationship be¬ 
tween money and influence, especially with a sitting president, the 
paper of record put the problem of presidential library donations on 
the map. 

Despite the early criticism, a foundation chaired by industrial 
giant Leonard K. Firestone began scouting sites for the Nixon library. 
The following summer the city of Whittier, California, came forward 
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with the first bid for the library, offering Nixon up to one hundred and 
twenty acres of free city land. Since Nixon graduated from Whittier 
High School and Whittier College, and the Nixon Foundation had 
recently selected his alma mater to put together an oral history of his 
early years, Whittier struck the foundation as a good bet. 

A thousand days later, however, no formal decision had been 
made. In the heady days of the Watergate storm, more than half of 
Whittier’s student body signed a petition advocating the library’s 
placement there. Asserting that Nixon’s contribution “as a major 
leader of his country and especially as its President has been benefi¬ 
cial,” the students defended Nixon against his naysayers. “You have 
been severely maligned in the past by a notoriously vocal, but small 
minority of the students from your college,” the petition read, and “in 
this time of duress, we the representatives of the Student Body of 
Whittier College wish to extend our concern and support to you.” 

Despite the students’ backing, Whittier’s proposal remained in 
limbo until later that year, when scandal hit. With construction on the 
facility yet to begin, California state authorities began wondering 
where the monies from Nixon’s tax-exempt foundation had gone. The 
foundation’s board included the Watergate troika of John D. Ehrlich- 
man, H. R. Haldeman, and John Mitchell—all of whom had left the 
administration and would soon be behind bars—and Herbert W. 
Kalmbach, who had already been jailed for accepting illegal campaign 
funds. Foundation documents revealed that Nixon’s kid brother Ed¬ 
ward Nixon, a consultant outside Seattle, Washington, had been paid 
twenty-one thousand dollars to review six prospective sites, a sum 
unrecorded in the foundation’s tax records. Firestone said that the 
president’s brother had been contracted to assess the “emotional or 
aesthetic side” of possible library locations. Edward Nixon’s wife. 
Gay, was less taken with her husband’s role: “While he’s off being 
paid to do nothing. I’m here alone . . . trying to teach school, and I’ve 
got two kids. Let me tell you, it’s tough.” Nixon had another mess on 
his hands. 
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Firestone pledged that the effort to establish a Richard Nixon 
presidential library would go forward unimpeded, but that was wish¬ 
ful thinking. By the end of 1974, he and the other trustees were con¬ 
templating the foundation’s closure, with tacit support from Nixon 
himself; in April 1975, eight months after Nixon’s resignation, the 
foundation formally dissolved. The following week, the University of 
Southern California announced plans to establish a Nixon library on 
its central campus. With the fate of the Nixon papers nowhere near 
sure, use’s offer was improbable at best. 

Nixon’s resignation prompted a series of events that reconfigured 
the landscape for archives and preservation. After Congress seized his 
presidential papers, records, and tapes, they were deposited in the 
National Archives and the Federal Archives and Record Center, pro¬ 
tected by the hastily passed Presidential Recordings and Materials 
Preservation Act of 1974, designed to ensure that the former president 
could not (further) destroy any public papers. The act placed thirty- 
seven hundred hours of recordings and some 40 million pages of doc¬ 
uments in the federal government’s custody. 

It would take a Democrat to relaunch the discussion over a new 
home for Nixon’s papers. Duke University president and former North 
Carolina governor (later senator) Terry Sanford, together with Duke’s 
board of trustees, agreed to donate land near the university to a future 
Nixon library. “No collection of presidential papers is likely to be 
studied more over the next 100 years,” Sanford posited. Sanford had 
been a devout Kennedy man during JFK’s run against Nixon in 1960, 
but he saw acquiring the Nixon papers as a shortcut to international 
prominence for the university, where Nixon had received his J.D. in 
1937. Sanford’s quest to enhance Duke’s reputation would ignite one 
of the nastiest conflagrations the Durham campus had ever seen. 

Duke’s faculty had long been conflicted about Nixon. In 1954, 
when Nixon was vice president, the university’s faculty rescinded an 
invitation to award him an honorary doctorate—after Nixon had al¬ 
ready accepted the offer. In 1971 the faculty blocked a second attempt 
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to grant Nixon an honorary degree. In 1981 many faculty members 
hoped to make it a hat trick. 

It would be an uphill battle for Duke to raise $25 million in private 
funds for the Nixon library, especially with the National Archives rec¬ 
ords question unresolved and lawsuits over the materials still under way. 
And the gestures of rejection continued: One emeritus trustee, former 
Truman adviser Charles S. Murphy, stepped down in protest, concerned 
that accepting the library would suggest that the university condoned 
Nixon’s policies. The history department’s acting chair, Richard Watson, 
was receptive to the prospect of housing a Nixon library but not a 
museum, reasoning that Duke would be receptive to the A1 Capone 
papers, but not an A1 Capone museum. Watson was unwilling to accept 
a facility that told Nixon’s story through his own personal prism. 

But the museum was a precondition for the Nixon team. Negotia¬ 
tors recommended a one-hundred-fifty-thousand-square-foot facil¬ 
ity, though they needed only thirty thousand square feet for his 
materials. The remaining 80 percent of the space would house a mu¬ 
seum that many feared would sugarcoat the reputation of the thirty- 
seventh president. A scholarly repository for the Nixon materials was 
one thing; erecting a companion institution designed to rehabilitate a 
dishonorable president was something else. 

Duke’s faculty imparted its views to the university’s academic 
council. In a formal vote, the council voted to reject the library by 35 to 
34. Their vote was symbolic, but nothing more: decision-making au¬ 
thority lay not with the academic council but with the board of trustees, 
whose executive committee sided with President Sanford’s desire to 
proceed. “This is a sad day for Duke University,’’ lamented one Duke 
historian. “The faculty is deeply divided on the question and today’s 
decision to proceed with the Nixon library—in the face of a faculty 
resolution to stop all negotiations—is likely to continue the acrimony.” 

English professor George Williams recalled the hypothetical ques¬ 
tions that the fury on campus incited: “Would you turn down Caligu¬ 
la’s papers.^ Attila the Hun’s.^ Adolf Hitler’s.^ Where do you draw the 
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line?” Labeling himself “a member of the immoral minority,” Williams 
maintained that the Nixon papers recorded “a period unique, one must 
hope, in its corruption,” containing “horrors and abominations yet un¬ 
known.” Nevertheless, “it is not helpful to say the collection is valuable 
but should be housed somewhere else. Whether we like it or not, this 
place is Mr. Nixon’s as well as ours.” Williams’s colleague Edwin H. 
Cady went further; “To those professors who do not grasp what access 
to a great documentary center means to a university, I am afraid it is not 
possible to explain.” One newspaper even snidely proposed that Duke 
accept the papers “if for no other reason than to prove that scoundrels 
provide more lively history than saints.” 

Though the talks with Nixon’s team continued, the plans were 
unraveling. The faculty vote—“one of the most important moments 
in Duke’s history,” remembered one historian—energized Duke’s 
university community, and by the end of 1981 the Duke trustees had 
decided to abandon the museum. Months later, citing a bad economy 
and political pressure, Duke University waved good-bye to Richard 
Nixon and his “library cum apologeum,” as one critic dubbed it. 

Nixon, characteristically, bounced back. Within a year, the for¬ 
mer president was in negotiations with Chapman College in Orange, 
California, to be the academic affiliate for a library built in San Clem¬ 
ente, the locale of Nixon’s “Western White House.” A San Clemente 
banker pushing the location said, “I’ve traveled all over Europe, and 
whenever I mention San Clemente, the first thing people say is 
Nixon. He helped put this town on the map. . . . Even during Water¬ 
gate, they let him come here and forget his troubles. I think he has a 
warm spot in his heart for this town.” Warm spot notwithstanding, 
local officials remained at loggerheads over whether to provide a for¬ 
mal license for the library and museum. As in Whittier, several years 
of struggle passed before the Nixon family threw up their hands 
once again. 

After years of failure to place his library—first at his undergradu¬ 
ate body, then at his law school university, finally by his beloved 
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California redoubt—Nixon finally found it a home in sleepy Yorba 
Linda, California, where Frank and Hannah Nixon had conceived the 
future president in a white clapboard home in a former lemon grove. 
Although Nixon was ensconced in Saddle River, New Jersey, over two 
thousand miles away, having his library in the Orange County hamlet 
where he spent his first nine years represented a homecoming. 

Inaugurated in July 1990 at a cost of $21 million, and located min¬ 
utes from Disneyland, the Richard Nixon Library and Birthplace was 
a privately run facility administered by the Nixon family that housed 
Nixon’s pre- and postpresidential papers. Some found the library “too 
simple and tasteful” in light of the grievous offenses of Nixon’s presi¬ 
dency; others were comforted that taxpayers hadn’t contributed to its 
upkeep. 

On opening day. Presidents Ford, Bush, and Reagan were in at¬ 
tendance. Only Jimmy Carter from the presidential fraternity de¬ 
clined the invitation. Nixon had skipped Carter’s library dedication 
five years earlier, yet the Republican bristled at the snub; “I can’t be¬ 
lieve Carter didn’t show up at our library opening. Is that the pettiest 
damn thing you ever heard oD” With thirty thousand in attendance, 
Nixon spoke candidly, admitting that he had “many memories, some 
of them good, some of them not so good.” 

In the fall of 2006, after years of litigation and bitterness, the 
Richard Nixon Presidential Library and Museum finally became part 
of the National Archives and Records Administration. Timothy Naf- 
tali, a respected Cold War historian, became the library’s first feder¬ 
ally appointed director after its decade and a half of existence as a 
private institution. The yawning omissions and distortions in the 
museum’s treatment of history—which attributed the notorious 
eighteen-and-a-half-minute gap in Nixon’s Oval Office tapes to “me¬ 
chanical malfunction,” among other things—were ripe for revision. 
“I’m an empiricist,” Naftali said. “I have no attachment to Richard 
Nixon either way.” Sharon Fawcett of the Library of Congress pledged 
that work on the library would involve “starting from scratch.” 
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Alexander Butterfield, momentarily famous for his startling reve¬ 
lation that Nixon had taped his Oval Office conversations, once told the 
Watergate committee that “There was no doubt in my mind that the 
taping equipment was installed to record things for posterity—for 
the Nixon library.” Thirty-five years later, Butterfield reaffirms that 
“there was no sinister purpose to those tapes,” that they were simply 
intended to create a documentary record. Sinister or otherwise, that 
documentary record is at long last becoming a part of the Nixon li¬ 
brary. 


Presidential Libraries oe the 1980s: Ford and Carter 

-ese- 

Compared with the tumultuous saga of the Nixon library, the estab¬ 
lishment of Gerald Ford’s presidential library and museum was a piece 
of cake. Ford became the only president to divide his library from his 
museum, dedicating his library at the University of Michigan in April 
1981 and opening his museum across the state in his boyhood home of 
Grand Rapids five months later. Despite their separate locations, both 
bodies constitute a single institution and share one director. 

The University of Michigan had originally bid to house Ford’s 
congressional papers shortly after Ford replaced Spiro Agnew as Rich¬ 
ard Nixon’s vice president. After his defeat in the 1976 election. Ford 
formally announced that all his papers—congressional, vice presiden¬ 
tial, and presidential—would head to Ann Arbor, and a museum would 
be established in his hometown. According to a Ford library archivist, 
by splitting them up, the twin institutions may have been shielded 
from attacks about the excessive growth of presidential libraries. Still, 
Ford’s buildings contain 50 percent more space than Roosevelt’s— 
though he served a mere one-sixth of FDR’s time in office. 

The dedication of Ford’s museum was attended by neither Ford’s 
predecessor nor his successor. “We wanted to focus on my presi- 
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dency,” Ford said, “and I think if we had either one or both here, it 
would have . . . diverted public attention from the presidency of Ger¬ 
ald Ford.” Nevertheless, at the library’s inaugural, Nixon’s presence 
was referenced at least implicitly, though never by name. Ford was 
careful not to let the formal launching of his legacy be darkened by 
Nixon’s shadow, as the 1976 election had been. 

If Ford’s museum had been dedicated even a short time later, 
Jimmy Carter would almost certainly have been invited. The two 
former presidents struck up an unlikely rapport just three weeks af¬ 
ter the opening, when they boarded Air Force One together en route 
to Anwar Sadat’s funeral. By the time Carter’s library was ready for 
prime time in 1986, their postpresidential friendship was in full 
bloom. 

Carter was never interested in having his presidential library serve 
as “a monument to me.” Fie wanted, instead, an “active” institution, 
and his presidential library is unique in taking a backseat to its far 
more prominent neighbor, the Carter Center. The graduate policy 
schools established by LBJ, Bush, and Clinton, though all dynamic 
institutions, in no way overshadow their associated libraries in the way 
the Carter Center dominates the Carter presidential complex. With 
its $300 million endowment, the Carter Center is “the big gorilla,” 
as the Carter library’s director concedes. Indeed, the Carter library is 
the only presidential library without a private fund-raising foundation. 
The federal government is its sole sponsor. Simply put, the passions 
and interests of Jimmy and Rosalynn Carter make the library an after¬ 
thought. 

Floused two miles from Atlanta, in one of four buff-colored inter¬ 
locking cylindrical buildings next to a Japanese garden and man-made 
lake, the $25 million Jimmy Carter Library and Museum derived 
roughly a quarter of its funding from foreign donors and around half 
from residents of Georgia. The development of the site was not prob¬ 
lem free. The major stumbling block concerned a four-lane, two-and- 
a-half-mile-long parkway off the interstate that would tear through 
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fields of Georgia magnolias to approach Carter’s complex. Carter’s 
aides believed the access roads were necessary because of the ex¬ 
pected number of visitors, and Carter himself threatened to take his 
library elsewhere if he didn’t get his way. Protestors derisively 
dubbed the library the “Peanut papers” and the highway the 
Ex-Prezway, and locals fought hard to block the cutting up of their 
neighborhood. (Ironically, Carter had successfully fought to stop a 
similar highway proposal in a nearby area when he was Georgia’s 
governor.) 

The Carter library was dedicated on October 1, 1986, long before 
the parkway issue was resolved (that would take until 1993). At the 
opening. Carter’s sixty-first birthday, Reagan generously saluted the 
president whose reelection bid he had crushed six years earlier. Cart¬ 
er’s reaction was characteristically humble; “I think I now understand 
more clearly than I ever had before why you won in November 1980, 
and I lost.” 


The Reagan Library: From Staneord to Simi Valley 
-essee- 

Where Jimmy Carter had seen his library as a mere footnote to more 
active pursuits, Ronald Reagan considered the establishment of a 
proper library complex as a principal objective. Not only did Reagan 
aspire to become the first president to establish a library during his 
time in office, he also hoped to be the first to organize a think tank to 
accompany it—placing ideology front and center in the formation of 
his legacy. 

The patron saint of post-Goldwater conservatism, Ronald Reagan 
took the helm of a reanimated right wing in 1980s America. His es¬ 
pousal of Cold War aggression, small government, and deregulation 
effected a paradigm shift in political discourse, overpowering liberal 
Republicans and Democrats alike. Reagan’s ideas owed considerably 
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to those generated in the hothouse environment of Stanford’s Hoover 
Institution, “the brightest star,” as he called it, “in the constellation of 
think tanks.” The admiration was mutual. Hoover’s 1981 annual re¬ 
port was unabashed in its delight, writing that “the high point of the 
past year was the election of... Ronald W. Reagan as President of the 
United States.” 

The Hoover Institution, already the repository of twenty-five tons 
of Reagan’s gubernatorial and campaign papers, had named him an 
honorary fellow in 1975. Some of Reagan’s closest advisers, including 
Martin Anderson, Michael Deaver, and Richard Allen, had long¬ 
standing ties with the think tank when they joined Reagan’s first-term 
administration. Soon after Reagan took office, Glenn Campbell, 
Hoover’s director since 1960, sent the president a letter querying his 
interest in making Hoover the home for his library. Few were sur¬ 
prised when Reagan’s team quickly assented to the invitation. 

Campbell had long smarted over his institution’s losing steward¬ 
ship of Herbert Hoover’s presidential papers to the facility in West 
Branch, Iowa, and securing Reagan’s library for Stanford became a 
personal crusade. A free-market economist widely known for his tru¬ 
culent personality and virulent anti-Communism, Campbell became 
close to Reagan in the 1960s when the then governor appointed him 
to the University of California’s board of regents. From that perch 
Campbell loudly backed Reagan’s crackdown on Vietnam War protes¬ 
tors. 

With Reagan now president, the synergies between the Hoover 
Institution and the Reagan administration reached new heights. 
Twenty-nine Reagan administration officials had ties to Hoover. 
Campbell joined Reagan’s Foreign Intelligence Advisory Board and 
eventually became the chair of his library foundation. At an event 
honoring Hoover’s board, Reagan thanked Campbell for sending more 
people to “my campaign than from any other institution.” Ex cathe¬ 
dra, Campbell was ideally positioned to shepherd Reagan’s desired 
institute and presidential papers to his think tank. No one doubted 
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that “The President and Mrs. Reagan,” as Campbell later recounted, 
“were particularly enthusiastic about a center for public affairs . . . run 
by Hoover.” 

The tight nexus between the government and the campus-based 
policy institute raised hackles within the Stanford community. In late 
1983, the Hoover Institution became the target of a fierce faculty and 
student petition drive decrying the relationship. “We have no objec¬ 
tions to individuals serving in the Reagan administration,” a Stanford 
political scientist said. “What troubles us is that. . . there is at least 
prima facie evidence of a problem ... of partisan politics by the insti¬ 
tution as a whole.” Students soon formed the Stanford Community 
against Reagan University, an outfit with the deliberately insinuating 
acronym SCARU. 

On the other side, seven U.S. senators, including three Demo¬ 
cratic Stanford graduates, weighed in to support the library coming to 
the university. The Wall Street JournalhvzndeA campus dissenters’ ac¬ 
tions “academic terrorism,” aghast that “a small band of malcontents 
has spawned a power grab against a venerable . . . think tank.” And, 
naturally, some questioned whether there was any difference between 
Kennedy’s Camelot administration, with its many Harvard manda¬ 
rins, and the Hoover-inflected Reagan team. 

Notwithstanding the conflict, Glenn Campbell delivered Rea¬ 
gan’s positive response for formal approval to Stanford’s president, 
Donald Kennedy. (Hoover is a semiautonomous body but technically 
accountable to Stanford’s board of trustees.) Kennedy quickly set up a 
faculty committee to look into whether both a library and a public 
policy center would be of benefit to the university. After working for 
almost a year and soliciting the opinions of the faculty and the broader 
university community, the committee reported that the library was of 
certain benefit to Stanford, but that a policy institute must fall under 
“normal academic governance.” In other words, if the Reagan Foun¬ 
dation wanted to establish a think tank at Hoover, it must be gov¬ 
erned not by Hoover’s policies, but under the standard appointment 
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and operational guidelines of the university. Appointments would 
have to be approved by academic committees and run through ac¬ 
cepted hiring procedures. 

Putting it mildly, Glenn Campbell wasn’t thrilled. Neither was 
Reagan’s counselor Ed Meese (later his attorney general), who was 
spearheading the negotiations for Reagan. “If it were not for the 
Hoover Institution,” Meese declared, “Stanford would not be consid¬ 
ered” for the honor of housing Reagan’s papers. Campbell and Meese 
grudgingly dropped the proposed policy institute’s Hoover connec¬ 
tion, counteroffering that the institute remain at Stanford indepen¬ 
dent from both Hoover and the university. 

Stanford’s trustees voted overwhelmingly against the idea, but 
did endorse the library and an affiliated (small) museum—recognizing 
that even if Hoover had a role in its development, a library and mu¬ 
seum would ultimately fall under federal jurisdiction. Unlike a policy 
institute under Hoover’s aegis, Hoover’s responsibilities with a federal 
library would be circumscribed. The Reagan team then reluctantly 
decided to establish its think tank off-campus. 

Donald Kennedy set up a second committee to focus on the details, 
including the land, site, and overall interface with the university. The 
committee suggested three different locales. Soon thereafter, the Rea¬ 
gan Foundation selected one of them; a stunning site in the grassy 
foothills overlooking the campus. Stanford’s trustees gave their endorse¬ 
ment, and Reagan himself signed off Hugh Stubbins, the architect of 
New York’s Citicorp Tower and Philadelphia’s Veterans Stadium, was 
hired to design a structure in the Spanish mission style. 

Then, just as the Reagan library was about to forge ahead, a new 
stumbling block surfaced. To the mushrooming questions about Hoover’s 
propinquity with the Reagan administration was added concern about 
the library’s prominent siting and general design. An ad hoc committee 
formed that laid down new guidelines for the Reagan library. The com¬ 
plex, it said, had to be “minimally visible” from the campus, and a pro¬ 
posed two-story “presidential suite” made that impossible. Making 
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matters worse, Hugh Stubbins blundered by suggesting that he would 
employ “superior” materials to the “very ugly” sandstone used on Stan¬ 
ford’s campus. Recalling the Kennedy and Carter controversies, com¬ 
munity groups rose up to complain about traffic implications, especially 
for those residing on the access road to the library. 

The Reagan library plan was coming undone. The faculty now 
passed a resolution insisting that the roofline of the proposed library 
must be modified; this was followed by an overwhelming faculty sen¬ 
ate vote not to site the library in the foothills. According to Stanford 
historian David Abernethy, symbolism was also a factor: the tallest 
building on campus was Hoover’s tower, and now the Reagan library 
was proposed to be number two. 

Reagan was about to throw in the towel. His term would be over 
in less than two years and he was anxious to move ahead. He turned 
to his Hollywood Rolodex, recruiting Jimmy Stewart to lend a hand. 
But the outspoken Republican actor’s homespun advocacy proved too 
little too late, and the Stanford library proposal fell apart. The final 
blow was the faculty senate’s unanimous vote condemning Glenn 
Campbell for opining that Stanford should “boast” of its “Reagan 
connection.” Despite his Democratic background, future Clinton sec¬ 
retary of state Warren Christopher, then chairing Stanford’s board of 
trustees, was chagrined by the final decision: “I was much in favor of 
having the Reagan Library on the Stanford campus and disappointed 
that it did not work out.” By May 1987, the Reagan Foundation had 
abandoned Stanford and begun to look elsewhere. 

According to Ed Meese, Reagan himself made the decision to 
abandon the Stanford plan, concluding that too many people had 
lined up against it. As Martin Anderson recalled, Reagan shrugged 
his shoulders and said, “Life is too short.” Donald Kennedy learned of 
the Reagan team’s exit “not by a thoughtful letter, but from the 
press,” a whimpering ending to a bang that lasted several years. Two 
decades later, the subject remained acrimonious. “The attorney gen¬ 
eral of the United States [Ed Meese] should not have conducted per- 
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sonal business for the president until once he had left office,” Kennedy 
asserted. He retained special scorn for Glenn Campbell; “One of the 
most dyspeptic and disagreeable people I have ever met. Even Nancy 
Reagan found him hard to abide.” 

In search of greener pastures, Reagan’s library foundation soon 
turned to Simi Valley in Southern California’s Ventura County, a lo¬ 
cale that boasts more cars per household than any city in the United 
States. One hundred acres of free land in an area of rolling hills gener¬ 
ously donated by a local real estate firm sweetened the pot and helped 
close the deal. Despite some land-use hurdles, this would be no re¬ 
peat of the Stanford debacle. By 1988, ground was broken on the Simi 
Valley property. 

Three years later, the $60 million, one-hundred-fifty-three- 
thousand-square-foot Ronald Reagan Presidential Foundation and 
Library—the largest and most expensive built to that point—was for¬ 
mally dedicated. Hugh Stubbins’s mission-style design, originally 
planned for the Stanford campus, was carbon-copied for the Simi Val¬ 
ley location. The occasion inspired an extraordinary photo opportu¬ 
nity: for the first time in history, five presidents appeared together at 
the same time—former presidents Richard Nixon, Gerald Ford, Jimmy 
Carter, and Ronald Reagan, and President George H. W. Bush. 

Simi Valley was an appropriate venue for the staging of the Rea¬ 
gan library. As Ralph C. Bledsoe, the library’s first director, pointed 
out, not only was the area’s population largely conservative, but count¬ 
less classic Hollywood Westerns had been filmed nearby. The loca¬ 
tion also put Reagan himself physically closer to his library, allowing 
him to participate in events there more easily. And there was another 
benefit: Stanford would never have had the space to house the hugely 
popular $30 million Air Force One Pavilion that opened in 2005. Fi¬ 
nally, since the Reagans had decided to be buried on the grounds of 
their library, they would doubtless be more comfortable spending 
eternity in authentic Reagan country rather than in the liberal precincts 
up north in Palo Alto. 
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Texas A&M Welcomes George H. W. Bush 

—esee— 

Where Reagan’s dreams of establishing a think tank were dashed, his 
successor, George H. W. Bush, never considered the idea in the first 
place. Whether out of humility or a lack of ideological drive. Bush 
took a more moderate approach to the development of his presidential 
library, making it a less complicated enterprise. 

Bush showed an early interest in placing his library at his alma 
mater, Yale University, but the idea never really got off the ground. As 
his press secretary. Marlin Fitzwater, recalls, Yale was never especially 
friendly to the president or his Bush Foundation proposal. “They 
snubbed him during his presidency, booed him, and never welcomed 
him from the beginning,” Fitzwater says. “They just couldn’t wrap 
themselves around a Republican.” As the Economist mordantly ob¬ 
served, “It was better to have a library in a place where the students 
would not be tempted to burn it down.” 

Bush moved on quickly. By the spring of 1991, after a joint bid 
from Rice University and the University of Houston fell through, his 
team inked a deal with Texas A&M, the state’s first public institution 
of higher education. The College Station university had many things 
in its favor: a lot of land (it offered Bush a ninety-six-acre former hog 
farm, once the home of the Swine Research Center); a willingness to 
help in raising money (the university is known for oil men with very 
big pockets); a philosophical alignment with Bush himself (Texas 
A&M has one of the largest college Republican organizations in the 
country); and a personal friend of Bush as the university’s president. 
With its graduates widely represented in the oil and ranching industry 
and the campus only ninety miles from Bush’s home in Houston, 
Texas A&M turned out to be an inspired choice. 

At $83 million, the three-building limestone complex bested its 
Reagan library predecessor in cost. The price tag included the second 
Texas-based public policy school affiliated with a former president. 
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the George H. W. Bush School of Government and Public Service. 
(The library cost $40 million, the school another $43 million.) The 
expenses were shared among Texas A&M and ten thousand other 
donors—including the former president of the LInited Arab Emirates, 
Sheik Zayed bin Sultan al-Nahayan; the Kuwaiti Foundation for the 
Advancement of Sciences; and sixteen others who gave more than a 
$1 million apiece. The longtime Saudi ambassador to the United 
States, Prince Bandar, an old friend of the Bush family, was another 
seven-figure donor and showed up at the opening ceremonies. Even 
the followers of Sun Myung Moon, in the cloak of the Washington 
Times Foundation, generously opened their wallet to provide an 
additional million. 

Some twenty thousand people attended the November 1997 ded¬ 
ication ceremonies, including former presidents Ford, Carter, and 
Clinton and former first lady Nancy Reagan. The exhibits included 
Bush’s 1947 Studebaker, which he drove upon relocation from Green¬ 
wich, Connecticut, to Texas; a restored TBM Avenger he’d flown dur¬ 
ing the war; and a sculpted quartet of horses in the library’s front 
plaza; one journalist cracked that the library might well be called the 
“George Bush War, Auto, and Horse Museum.” 

President Bill Clinton, not yet as friendly with the elder Presi¬ 
dent Bush as he would become after leaving office in 2001, said in 
his remarks that in George H. W. Bush “America has had a good 
man whose decency and emotions served our country well and this 
is the story this library will tell for generations to come.” There were 
other stories, too. Eleven months after Bush left office, his library 
had received a gift of between one hundred thousand and two hun¬ 
dred and fifty thousand dollars from Edwin L. Cox, the father of a 
man Bush pardoned. Years later, when Clinton received a library 
contribution before issuing a pardon, the story would become front¬ 
page news. In Bush’s case, any allegations of quid pro quo quickly 
faded from view. 
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William J. Clinton’s Bridge to the Future 

—ese— 

Costing twice as much as George H. W. Bush’s complex, Bill Clinton’s 
library was massive in size and dramatic in the boost it offered to the 
economic fortunes of Little Rock, Arkansas. Sited on a onetime 
no-man’s-land of forgotten warehouses in the city’s River Market sec¬ 
tion, the Clinton library rose like a phoenix along twenty-seven acres 
of the Arkansas River. Clinton urged the project on, full steam ahead: 
“Whatever it costs, when people come to it 100 years from now . . . we 
will be very glad we made this investment.” Known officially as the 
William J. Clinton Presidential Library, the library was the largest 
development project in Little Rock’s history. 

Clinton announced his plans to house his library complex at the 
University of Arkansas shortly after the start of his second term. 
Though the city of Little Rock donated the land, construction would 
be costly, and Clinton followed precedent by beginning the long-haul 
fund-raising effort while still in office. Llis pal Terry McAuliffe offi¬ 
cially oversaw the fund drive, but another sweet-talking friend of 
Bill’s, James “Skip” Rutherford, emerged as the key protagonist. A 
friend since the 1970s, Rutherford had an executive background in 
public relations, strategic communications, and advertising. (He would 
later teach a university course called Communicating, Rainmaking 
and Networking.) In 1997 Rutherford became CEO of the William 
Jefferson Clinton Foundation and quickly got to work lining up do¬ 
nors. 

From 1997 to 2002, the foundation’s sole objective was to procure 
funds for Clinton’s library. Only afterward did it receive its current 
mandate to support global health and development. Clinton’s surfeit 
of closely cultivated friends and associates around the world were 
called upon to help, but the task was nonetheless immense. Raising 
$165 million to build, in Clinton’s pet phrase, “a bridge to the future” 
would be a mammoth undertaking. 
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By the end of Clinton’s second term, the foundation had almost 
$14 million in assets. A huge sum of money still needed to be raised, 
but few doubted Clinton’s ability to pull it off Despite the annus hor- 
ribilis he weathered in 1998, capped by its reckless impeachment 
hearings, Clinton remained a political magician with an extraordinary 
capacity for reinvention. The coda of his second term, however, saw a 
new round of scandals. Several of the midnight pardons Clinton made 
just before leaving office led to nightmarish consequences he didn’t 
foresee, momentarily imperiling his fund-raising potential. 

Among the one hundred and forty pardons Clinton issued was 
one to the fugitive commodities trader Marc Rich, who had fled the 
United States for Switzerland seventeen years earlier during an inves¬ 
tigation that led to his indictment for tax evasion and racketeering. 
Soon it was revealed that Rich’s former wife, Denise Rich, had con¬ 
tributed four hundred and fifty thousand dollars to Clinton’s library 
foundation only months before—making the pardon seem as false as 
a three-dollar bill. Infuriating even the most ardent Clinton defend¬ 
ers, the error in judgment blew the opportunity to exploit the imme¬ 
diate postpresidential afterglow. All contributions and pledges larger 
than five thousand dollars were promptly subpoenaed, casting a pall 
over the Clinton library fund-raising machine. 

How to explain such a badly timed, self-inflicted wound.? One 
close friend of the Clintons thought the answer might be traceable to 
their roots in the freewheeling environment of Arkansas politics. No 
matter how entrenched in Washington the Clintons became, this 
friend suggested, they had learned their tricks of the trade in Little 
Rock, an anything-goes atmosphere rife with conflicts of interest. 

Clinton came to his own defense, publishing an op-ed in the New 
York Times that read like a lawyer’s brief Clinton insisted that “there 
was no quid pro quo” and that the pardon had been supported by 
even “distinguished Republican attorneys” like I. Lewis Libby—Mark 
Rich’s lawyer for fifteen years, and later Dick Cheney’s convicted 
chief of staff The next year Clinton publicly acknowledged the error. 
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though he framed it in political terms. “It was terrible politics,” he 
wrote. “It wasn’t worth the damage to my reputation.” 

Ever the upbeat Clinton booster, Skip Rutherford had a hard time 
swallowing the pardon. As a person with primary responsibility to 
raise funds for the library, Rutherford felt the setback keenly. “No big 
donors jumped ship, but no big ones came aboard, either,” he recalled 
years later. Clinton’s first year out of office was to be the real kickoff 
period, but the bad news kept coming: further pardon-related scan¬ 
dals involving Bill Clinton’s half brother, Roger Clinton, and Hillary’s 
brother, Hugh Rodham, broke at the same time, keeping the pardon 
issue in the news for months. 

The pardon scandals were red meat to a Republican Congress 
unwilling to abandon their attacks on a president they loathed. The 
House Government Reform Committee, chaired by Indiana Republi¬ 
can Dan Burton—a longtime Clinton nemesis—couldn’t launch hear¬ 
ings fast enough. Beth Dozoretz, a chum of both Clinton and Denise 
Rich, who’d raised scads of money for the Democratic Party as DNC 
finance director, was fingered as the person who pursued Denise 
Rich’s millions. (Dozoretz took the Fifth Amendment when called to 
testify.) Burton’s committee was primarily concerned with whether 
Denise Rich’s donations could be traced back to her former husband, 
since it is unlawful for a fugitive to give funds to political causes. 
Though Burton’s committee ultimately found no illegalities in De¬ 
nise Rich’s conduct, in a lengthy March 2001 report, “Justice Undone: 
Clemency Decisions in the Clinton White House,” it did establish 
that Denise Rich had played a key role in lobbying for her husband’s 
pardon. 

The Rich scandal cost the Clinton Foundation a year’s worth of 
fund-raising. With the library’s opening scheduled for the fall of 2004, 
the pressure was on to procure some very large donations quickly. 
Foreign governments took the lead. One former fund-raiser remem¬ 
bered the astonishing magnanimity of the emirs in Dubai, who mailed 
in two checks totaling $30 million. Close Clinton friend Casey Was- 
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serman arranged for his eponymous Los Angeles Foundation to give 
between $6 million and $7 million. Carlos Slim, the Mexican telecom 
titan, was in for another million, and Joe Ford of the Alltell Corpora¬ 
tion in Little Rock gave $1.25 million. 

Skip Rutherford was clear about the Clinton library’s economic 
potential for Little Rock. The eightieth largest metropolitan area in 
the country—a city whose only other major claim on LI.S. history was 
the protection of black students by national guardsmen in 1957—Little 
Rock was a place short on destiny. Clinton’s legacy institution began 
to change all that. Rutherford promised that the venture, a bona fide 
twenty-first-century private-public urban renewal project, would an¬ 
chor the redevelopment of the city’s downtown and waterfront. By the 
end of 2005, a year after the library’s opening, a billion investment 
dollars had flowed into the city. Situated off Interstate 30, one of the 
most traveled highways in America, two hours from Memphis and just 
ten minutes from the airport, the library attracted more than three 
hundred thousand visitors in 2006—second only to the Reagan li¬ 
brary’s drawing power that year. 

Designed by New York’s Polshek Partners, a signature architec¬ 
tural firm, the Clinton library features an interior exhibition area mod¬ 
eled on the library at Trinity College, Dublin. From the outside, the 
building was designed to evoke Clinton’s vaunted bridge to the future, 
in an edifice of cantilevered steel and glass. “It is our arch,” Ruther¬ 
ford says, referencing architect Eero Saarinen’s Gateway Arch in Saint 
Louis. In a period when architecture has joined other art forms as 
potential marketing venues, one critic has called the Clinton library 
“architecture as politics, played skillfully to please a large constitu¬ 
ency and accommodate a range of perspectives.” (Others were not as 
kind, trashing Clinton’s building as a “trailer on stilts.”) 

Clinton had expressed a hope to spend a week to ten days every 
month in his all-glass, two-thousand-square-foot penthouse atop the 
library, but as yet those plans have not panned out. In recent years he 
has visited the library once or twice a month for a few days at a time. 
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largely to relax and play golf. Together with the library and museum, 
the former president established the Clinton School of Public Service, 
housed in an 1899 railroad station on the site. Skip Rutherford would 
take the reins as the school’s dean after former Arkansas senator 
David Pryor, its first dean, stepped down. Like George H. W. Bush, 
Clinton chose to develop a graduate program rather than establish a 
policy institute to further his agenda. For the forty-second president, 
Reagan’s disastrous Stanford experience may have been a lesson 
learned. 

Clinton was joined at the library’s November 2004 opening by two 
former presidents, Jimmy Carter and George H. W. Bush, and by Presi¬ 
dent George W. Bush. Hillary Clinton, now the junior senator from New 
York, declared that “the exhibits tell the story of someone who loves his 
fellow man.’’ Bono and The Edge of the Irish pop group U2, substitut¬ 
ing for an ailing Jerry Ford, gave an acoustic performance of “Sunday 
Bloody Sunday.” Even John Kerry appeared, only a fortnight after his 
loss in that year’s Tuesday Bloody Tuesday presidential contest. 


A Third Library Complex Grows in Texas: George W. Bush 

—esee— 

Like his hero Ronald Reagan, George W. Bush believes that his ad¬ 
ministration’s legacy will be best served through a full-fledged policy 
institute alongside his future library, “a place,” he says, “for people to 
talk about freedom and liberty, and the de Tocqueville model, what 
de Tocqueville saw in America.” 

Bush’s intent to establish a policy institute became evident after 
his second term began. In 2005, when Texas A&M expressed an inter¬ 
est in hosting the library, the president’s youngest brother, Marvin, 
and Donald Evans, Bush’s former commerce secretary and the head of 
his library site selection team, responded with a letter that made the 
president’s plans clear: “Part of [the] Institute’s mission will be to fur- 
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ther the domestic and international goals of the Bush Administration— 
including needed program reforms, compassionate conservatism, the 
spread of freedom and democracy throughout the world, and defeating 
terrorism.” In the throes of war, the Bush team was busily organizing 
the administration’s future legacy. 

With one Bush presidential complex under its belt, however, Texas 
A&M was never a serious contender. Other universities submitted 
bids, accompanied by the usual behind-the-scenes negotiations and 
public relations campaigns. One group, calling itself the West Texas 
Coalition for the George W. Bush Presidential Library, was formed to 
make the case for joint sponsorship by Texas Tech, Midland College, 
and several local governments. The West Texas Coalition put to¬ 
gether an eight-minute video narrated by Texas’s “cowboy poet,” Red 
Steagall, but its chances were slim. As a nonsectarian university, Texas 
Tech was at a disadvantage compared with the other three Texas fi¬ 
nalists: Baptist-affiliated University of Dallas, Catholic Baylor Llniver- 
sity, and Southern Methodist LIniversity. David Miller, the coalition’s 
chair, pledged that they had “bathed [their] project in prayer,” but 
their prayers went unanswered. 

Determined to have a think tank as part of his library complex. 
Bush paid a visit to the crown jewel of conservative think tank estab¬ 
lishments, the Hoover Institution, in April 2006, during the Bush 
team’s tour d'horizon. At a dinner at Hoover, long-term Hoover fellow 
Martin Anderson, a chastened warrior from the Reagan library contro¬ 
versy of the 1980s, offered the president explicit counsel: “Don’t put 
your library at a university.” Still smarting from Reagan’s debacle at 
Stanford, Anderson pointed to the acknowledged success of the Rea¬ 
gan library’s ultimate Simi Valley site and tried to steer the forty-third 
president to an off-campus location. He also cautioned Bush against 
entanglement in another college battle, warning that “there are too 
many constraints” in a university setting. 

Despite Anderson’s advice, SMU soon became the odds-on favor¬ 
ite. Located in a tree-lined part of North Dallas not far from the tony 
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suburb where the Bushes plan to reside, the school had the inside 
track—not least because it was the first lady’s alma mater. A 1968 li¬ 
brary science graduate, Laura Bush sits on SMU’s board of trustees, 
and shortly before he became president, George W. Bush gave the 
university two hundred and fifty thousand dollars to create a walkway 
named the Laura Bush Promenade. A fellow trustee, SMU alumnus, 
and Bush family friend, Dallas oil magnate billionaire Ray Hunt con¬ 
tributed tens of millions of dollars to the university and played a pow¬ 
erful behind-the-scenes role in the Bush library negotiations. With 
fellow Methodist and SMU trustee Dick Cheney and SMU graduates 
Karen Hughes and Harriet Miers playing prominent roles in the Bush 
administration, the selection of SMU was, if anything, overdeter¬ 
mined from the start. 

In addition to the archives and museum, SMU’s original proposal 
for the library complex included a graduate policy school akin to the 
George Bush School of Government and Public Service at Texas 
A&M. But according to James Hollifield, a political science faculty 
member and part of the original planning committee, the Bush team 
rejected SMU’s concept out of hand. Not only was there already a 
Bush school in Texas, they argued, but the relationship between his 
father’s school and the library had been fraught with tension from the 
start. No one anticipated that the Bush committee would seek a 
policy institute instead, Hollifield added. Yet by the time bids were 
submitted, the policy institute concept was gospel. 

In the fall of 2006, SMU’s bid for the library finally attracted cam¬ 
pus debate when two faculty members at its Perkins School of Theol¬ 
ogy published a short opinion piece in the campus newspaper entitled 
“The George W. Bush Library; Asset or Albatross.^” The piece ques¬ 
tioned the absence of open deliberation around SMU’s bid and ap¬ 
pealed for greater transparency going forward. It also took issue with 
the Bush project as a whole: “Given the secrecy of the Bush adminis¬ 
tration and its virtual refusal to engage with those holding contrary 
opinions,” it asked “what confidence could be had in the selection of 
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presidential papers made available to the library?” The commentary 
was the opening salvo in a fierce exchange within the SMU commu¬ 
nity and ignited a firestorm of discussion in the media. Sleepy SMU 
was suddenly national news. 

By December 2006, the Bush team was in exclusive negotiations 
with SMU. Their proposed policy center, dubbed the “Freedom In¬ 
stitute” by Bush insiders, was designed to be governed outside SMU’s 
standard procedures, and this became a flashpoint for controversy that 
echoed the Stanford imbroglio over the Reagan library. While some 
faculty members were opposed to the prospect of their university 
implicitly legitimizing the president, more were distressed at the no¬ 
tion of harboring a think tank that would fall outside university gover¬ 
nance practices. One objector, SMU political scientist Cal Jillson, 
accepted the concept of a Bush library, viewing the Bush materials as 
a certain research bonanza for the small private institution, but he op¬ 
posed the idea of an independent think tank on principle. Any effort 
to use a policy center to place the Bush legacy in the best possible 
light, he said, would be a “recipe for long-term difficulties and dispute 
and embarrassment. Universities are about open exchange, but the Bush 
institute is about promoting the president’s agenda.” 

For the Bush team, keeping the future public affairs body inde¬ 
pendent from SMU’s governance was imperative for its viability. Bush 
had no desire to establish an institute as a degree-granting body that 
would then be forced to accept university policy. Giving SMU’s deans 
control over its direction would provide Bush’s team far less latitude 
to design its agenda. One example of a potential future conflict arose 
even as negotiations with SMLl were under way; in the fall of 2007, 
Stanford’s president and provost learned, only after Floover issued its 
press release, that former defense secretary Donald Rumsfeld had 
been appointed a distinguished visiting fellow at the Floover Institu¬ 
tion. Any faculty member observing this backdoor appointment pro¬ 
cess would have a sobering sense of what was in store for SMU. 

To document the saga and offer a venue for complaints about 
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hosting a partisan institute on a university campus, an untenured SMU 
historian, Ben Johnson, started a Bush Library Blog. “I don’t think 
anyone would lie down on the tracks to stop the library,” he said, “but 
clearly there are a lot of us who would lie down on the tracks to stop 
the institute.” Johnson also worried about the financing of the colossal 
venture. Although SMU president R. Gerald Turner promised that fund¬ 
raising for the library and think tank would be separate from the uni¬ 
versity, Johnson was unconvinced. “With overlapping donor pools,” he 
argued, “at some point it becomes an academic distinction.” 

Johnson and others called for a faculty referendum on the gover¬ 
nance of the proposed institute. Although one hundred and seventy 
academics signed a statement supporting the idea, SMU’s faculty sen¬ 
ate voted it down. Two months later, the same body overwhelmingly 
endorsed a resolution to omit SMU’s name from any future Bush in¬ 
stitute title and charter. While faculty members were unwilling to 
make demands on the think tank’s general governance, it did not 
want the body acting in the name of the university. Although housed 
on SMU’s campus, the Bush institute would be separate in both name 
and law. As one SMU historian suggested, “It will rise or fall on its 
own merits, and, I suspect, as at the Hoover Institution, the record 
will be a mixed one. But the Institute will not be ‘the Bush Institute 
at SMU.’ It will stand alone and be judged appropriately.” 

James Hollifield is confident about the prospects. “If you have a 
strong university with good values,” he says, “you will be okay.” As 
for the concern that the Bush policy institute would be ungovernable, 
Hollifield is skeptical. “If [Bush’s team members] wish it to be a 
strong institution, they will need the university more than the univer¬ 
sity needs them.” Hollifield offers a unique perspective on the pre¬ 
dicament. As a Duke University graduate student in the early 1980s, 
he had witnessed the Nixon controversy firsthand. Enduring those 
inflammatory months convinced him that Duke ended up the real 
loser in not accepting the Nixon library. “If Nixon’s library had come 
to Duke ... it probably would have been integrated into the federal 
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presidential-library system much more quickly,” Hollifield suggests. 
It was “the high-minded opposition at Duke that actually wound up 
injuring the cause of scholarship.” He was determined not to have a 
repeat performance at SMU. 

Hollifield’s colleague in political science Matthew Wilson takes a 
more defiant stance in defense of the policy institute. Instead of shy¬ 
ing away from partisan politics out of fear of polluting the campus, 
Wilson views the institute concept as a natural concomitant to the 
hurly-burly of the learning process. Unfazed by accusations of parti¬ 
sanship, he deems “ideological orientation” to be a constituent aspect 
of any think tank, whether it be the Hoover Institution, the American 
Enterprise Institute, or the Brookings Institution. “Regardless of one’s 
perspective,” he argues, “having such people on campus to give guest 
lectures, participate in panel discussions, and even teach classes . . . 
will be a boon to SMU students.” 

Not surprisingly, Carl Sewell, chair of SMU’s board of trustees, is 
equally bullish on the library complex; “It will be one of the most 
studied presidencies in our history,” he claims, “and SMU will attract 
intellectuals from all over the world to study the Bush presidency.” 
Skip Rutherford, dean of Bill Clinton’s School of Public Service, sec¬ 
onds Sewell’s optimism. “I just think it a plus,” Rutherford says. “Ob¬ 
viously, people at SMU have real concerns about the [Iraq] war, but 
I’ve urged them to take a broader view.” 

By spring 2007, opposition among SMU faculty had petered out 
as it became clear that the library and institute were destined to be¬ 
come a reality. In roughly the same time it had taken Duke’s faculty 
to foment opposition to the Nixon library—six months—the Bush 
complex at SMU became a slam-dunk (though its official announce¬ 
ment would not come until February 2008). Ambivalence on the part of 
many faculty members was a major factor, suggests SMU historian 
Alexis McCrossen. To Cal Jillson, the faculty was simply “lacking the 
self-confidence” to mobilize effectively. Having been through a similar 
battle once before, James Hollifield naturally took a longer perspective. 
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Considering university life, which trades in ideas, as inherently rough- 
and-tumble, he considered it regrettable “if you can’t stand a little 
politics and partisanship on a university campus.” 

A final perspective on the controversy came from James Hopkins, 
chair of the university’s history faculty, the department that was most 
intensely engaged with the question. “As a graduate student at the 
University of Texas at Austin, and an Army veteran, with a visceral 
reason to condemn the Vietnam War, I saw the vilification of Lyndon 
Johnson and the Johnson Library at close hand. It was a classic exam¬ 
ple of anti-intellectualism. Today, after going through a generation of 
change, it is one of the crown jewels of the University of Texas. I 
would hope that in time this will also be true of the Bush Library at 
SMU.” And when asked specifically how the proposed Bush complex 
might stack up against Lyndon Johnson’s library, two hundred miles 
to its south, LBJ library director Dr. Betty Sue Flowers said slyly, “I 
really like our model, if you can read between the lines.” 



WAR, CONFLICT, AND 
THE EX-PRESIDENCY 


When I was president it was said of me that I spoke softly and carried a 
big stick. It can be said of Wilson that he speaks bombastically and 
wields a dish rag. 

Theodore Roosevelt 

'I’he lessons of Wotld War I teach us one thing. We cannot slay an idea 
or ideology with machine guns. . . . They live until they have proved 
themselves right or wrong. 

Herbert Hoover 


D uring his white house years george w. busei was enviably 
immune from criticism from at least one living ex-president: his 
father. Although several of George H. W. Bush’s former advisers spoke 
out against the Iraq War, the forty-first president stood by his son’s 
administration, registering no public disapproval of the defining con¬ 
flict of his eight-year tenure. 

Save for blood ties, it’s hard to fathom the elder Bush adopting 
such a guarded position. Many of his once colleagues were proponents 
of a “realist” approach to international relations and voiced unabashed 
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opposition to George W. Bush’s missionary ardor, with its emphasis on 
“democracy promotion” as a cornerstone of foreign policy. Unsurpris¬ 
ingly, the former president resisted publicly second-guessing his son’s 
motives or political choices, preferring silence to conflict. On the rare 
occasions when he made his opinions known, it was typically to ha¬ 
rangue those maligning his boy: “Do they want to bring back Saddam 
Hussein, these critics.^” he sneered in a November 2007 interview. 
“Do they want to go back to the status quo ante . . . ? Do they think 
life would be better in the Middle East if Saddam were still there.^” 

Before the war. Bill Clinton also endorsed George W. Bush’s 
March 2003 decision to invade Iraq. By 2005, however, the former 
president had come to see the war as “a big mistake.” “We never sent 
enough troops and didn’t have enough troops to control or seal the 
borders,” he said. In Clinton’s view, the Bush administration had also 
thoughtlessly erred by pushing for “the total dismantlement of the 
authority structure of Iraq.” Like Bush pere, Clinton’s recalibration 
was compelled by family ties. During his wife’s 2008 presidential 
campaign, the former president defended Hillary Clinton’s decision 
to authorize war by swiftly reframing the issue: “It’s just not fair to 
say,” he said, “that people who voted for the [congressional resolution 
authorizing military action] wanted war.” Clinton also attempted to 
revise his own personal history, now proclaiming that he “opposed 
Iraq from the beginning.” 

By contrast, the Iraq War was met with little equivocation from 
Jimmy Carter. As early as the fall of 2002, several months before the 
conflagration’s onset. Carter thundered against the idea of a preemp¬ 
tive strike in his speech accepting the Nobel Peace Prize (an obvious 
venue to assail the drumbeats of war). And he never let up. Carter’s 
criticism of the Bush administration’s policies, from detention in 
Guantanamo to wiretapping at home, was consistent with his vigilant 
antiwar stance. Calling the fighting “a quagmire very similar to what 
we experienced in Vietnam,” he vocalized the growing public recog¬ 
nition that Bush’s Iraq policy not only squandered the international 
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support the United States had enjoyed after 9/11, but also opened a 
dangerous chasm between America and the world. The man remem¬ 
bered for making human rights a constituent part of U.S. foreign pol¬ 
icy acknowledged dejectedly that “since 2001, the U.S. government 
has abandoned its role as champion of human rights.” 

Carter’s positions on Bush 43’s foreign policies found a soft echo 
in those of Gerald Ford, though the latter’s were embargoed until his 
death in December 2006. Even under the posthumous circumstances. 
Ford’s disapproving comments were a powerful rebuke coming from 
an ex-president and fellow Republican during wartime. “I don’t think 
I would have gone to war,” Ford said. “I would have maximized our 
effort through sanctions, through restrictions, whatever, to find an¬ 
other answer.” Ford singled out the militant detour of his former 
White Flouse chief of staff, Dick Cheney, and his former secretary of 
defense, Donald Rumsfeld, whom he now derided as “pugnacious.” 
Ford’s position was simpatico with mainline Republican realism; “I 
just don’t think we should go hellfire damnation around the globe 
freeing people unless it is directly related to our own national secu¬ 
rity.” 

In waiting until his death to have his remarks published, Gerald 
Ford was following the unofficial tradition of withholding criticism of 
any sitting president’s policy decisions during wartime. But not every 
former president has maintained that standard; indeed, some have 
even undertaken their own counterdiplomacy initiatives. Although 
some have unquestionably supported the president, others have acted 
as free agents, unbeholden to constituents or other politicians. Yet 
any former president is by nature more than simply a “private citi¬ 
zen,” and some have become visible public opinion leaders whose in¬ 
fluence lingered for years, even decades, after they left the White 
Flouse. Particularly during periods of war and conflict, ex-presidents 
have provided strategic advice, counsel, and even criticism to their 


successors. 
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The First Years oe the Republic 

—esee— 

The Founding Fathers placed a premium on stability. After seven years 
of a grueling anticolonial war for independence, followed by the strug¬ 
gle to design a constitutional framework acceptable to competing so¬ 
cial forces, the new republic was a fragile creature, its survival a source 
of constant anxiety. For the earliest ex-presidents, France was one 
root cause of that unease. 

France had been an important ally during the American Revolu¬ 
tion. By the time George Washington left office in 1797, however, he 
had become increasingly agitated about its potential interference in 
American politics and society. The XYZ Affair, in which unnamed 
French diplomats requested bribes as a prerequisite to receiving 
American envoys, badly damaged U.S. relations with France later that 
year and helped provoke a two-year undeclared conflict between the 
countries. Already at war with England, France was irate with Amer¬ 
ica for signing the Jay Treaty during Washington’s second term, estab¬ 
lishing trading privileges between the United States and Great Britain, 
and responded by seizing a number of U.S. commercial ships. 

Reacting to France’s hostility on the seas, Washington espoused a 
more extreme Federalist line than he voiced while president. In the 
summer of 1798 he wrote decisively that “the Agents and Partizans of 
France” were endeavoring “to promote divisions among us,” and that 
“to blind, and irritate the People against the Government (to effect a 
change in it) is their sole aim.” Paranoia regarding French domination 
prompted Washington to give rhetorical support to John Adams’s no¬ 
torious Alien and Sedition Acts, measures sparked by fears of fifth 
columnists aligned with France. Unconstitutional and autocratic, the 
Acts established criminal charges for forms of public criticism of the 
president and Congress. Denounced and mostly repealed during Jef¬ 
ferson’s presidency, they were a black spot on the Federalists’ histori¬ 
cal reputation and on early American history. 
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It’s unlikely that Washington would have signed such transparently 
undemocratic decrees during his own time in office. A supporter of “pa¬ 
triotic assimilation,” he wrote to his vice president, John Adams, that 
immigrants should be integrated into American life so that “by an inter¬ 
mixture with our people, they, or their descendants, get assimilated to 
our customs, measures, laws: in a word soon become one people.” With 
the French contretemps at its apex, however, Washington’s head 
swirled with conspiracy theories, and his growing fear that immigrants 
were being dispatched to his new country “for the express purpose of 
poisoning the minds of our people” overcame him. 

Increasingly wary of a possible French invasion, Washington was 
approached by John Adams and Secretary of War James McHenry about 
the possibility of leading an army if necessary. Washington was as re¬ 
luctant about this engagement as he was to return to political office; he 
enjoyed repeating that he hoped to stay “seated in the shade of my 
own vine and fig tree.” Yet he saw the mission as unavoidable and 
agreed to serve “if a crisis should arrive ... as to leave me no choice.” 

The call soon came. Empowered by Congress to establish a provi¬ 
sional army in the summer of 1798, John Adams eagerly recalled 
Washington from retirement to serve as lieutenant general of the 
military, without consulting even his own ministers on the matter. 
After a military hibernation of fifteen years, Washington was recruited 
both as a consummate tactician and for the symbolic power he contin¬ 
ued to wield. Directing the army, the former president clashed with 
Adams and threatened to resign his position if Adams did not allow 
him to select his generals. Washington also demanded that his subor¬ 
dinate officers be Federalists, concerned that no one share any “predi¬ 
lection to French measures.” And most unsettling for Adams, 
Washington insisted that Alexander Hamilton be given the number 
two military slot. Ultimately, all the fraught negotiating and politick¬ 
ing was for naught; the 1798-1800 Quasi War with France would be 
fought entirely on the seas. 

In the earliest years of the nineteenth century, the new nation 
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was plagued with smaller conflicts such as the Barbary Wars of 1801- 
05 and 1815. But it was the War of 1812, “Madison’s War,” that allowed 
America to establish its international profile, giving the nation the 
credibility it craved. In a break with his Federalist compatriots, who 
opposed the fighting for fear of a French alliance (and believed that 
concessions could be wrangled by diplomatic means), former president 
John Adams supported the war. After U.S. soldiers were conscripted 
into service in the British navy, and the British imposed a series of re¬ 
strictions on U.S. trade (in an effort to cripple France’s economy), 
Adams’s resolve was only strengthened. 

Adams also considered the war a vindication of the judiciousness 
of his policies as president and a rebuke of Thomas Jefferson’s. Many 
of America’s failings in the first year of fighting were attributed to the 
country’s lack of preparedness. Adams had made improving the small 
and inadequate U.S. Navy a cornerstone of his administration, but 
Jefferson abruptly changed course, curtailing shipbuilding and selling 
off vessels. When Madison promised to reanimate the country’s en¬ 
feebled naval institutions during the War of 1812, Adams reacted with 
faux praise; “Oh! the wisdom! the foresight and the hindsight and the 
rightsight and the leftsight; the northsight and the southsight; the 
eastsight and the westsight that appeared in that august assembly.” As 
for Jefferson, in 1812—the year they launched their lengthy and spir¬ 
ited postpresidential correspondence—he conceded to Adams that 
his decision to gut the navy was far from prudent. An advocate of the 
war himself, Jefferson applauded Adams for appreciating the navy’s 
determining role. 

Dedicated to the preservation of a strong union, Adams was never 
able to abide those New England Federalists who not only opposed 
the war but continued to trade with Britain and even threatened se¬ 
cession. Fie considered America’s ability to survive the conflict a tes¬ 
tament to the country’s strength. That its first major conflict as an 
independent nation was mismanaged, poorly funded, highly unpopu¬ 
lar, and not particularly successful seemed to matter less. 


War, Conflict, and tfie Ex-Presidency / 127 


From the Mexican War to the Civil War 
-ese- 

The War of 1812 may have broadened America’s presence in the 
world, but it was James Polk’s expansionist Mexican War that stretched 
America’s borders, increasing its territory by 50 percent and adding 
what would become a bevy of new western states. Polk seized on an 
1846 Mexico-Texas border skirmish as a pretext for declaring war, and 
the resulting conflict was largely supported in Congress, with most 
Democrats and southerners squarely supporting the president’s conti- 
nentalist stance. But the war did have its opponents, among them 
many Whigs and northerners who saw it as part and parcel of the ex¬ 
pansion of slavery. 

Though weak and disorganized, this antiwar movement—led by 
prominent New England thinkers including Ralph Waldo Emerson, 
Elenry David Thoreau, and William Lloyd Garrison—had a willing 
champion in former president turned congressman John Quincy Ad¬ 
ams. Joined by fellow Whig representative Abraham Lincoln, Adams 
remained a staunch opponent of the 1846-48 conflict, fulminating 
against what he deemed “a most unrighteous war” and Polk’s accep¬ 
tance of slavery. Adams delivered his last major address, a denun¬ 
ciation of the war, right before voting against granting the medal of 
honor to eight generals of the conflict. Lie then collapsed on the 
Elouse floor and passed away in the Speaker’s chamber days later. 

Even some expansionists took issue with the war. Former presi¬ 
dent John Tyler kept his opinions off the record so as not to impugn 
his successor publicly, but among friends he spoke openly against 
Polk’s strategy of violence and empire-building through imperial 
landgrabs. “While he welcomed the spoils of conquest,” Tyler’s biog¬ 
rapher writes, “he deplored [Polk’s] method of acquisition.” In the 
end, Polk helped fulfill what had long been Tyler’s own aspiration; 
taking the boundaries of the United States to the Pacific. 

The Mexican-American War offered a first taste of battle to many 
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American soldiers who would later fight in the Civil War. But Polk’s 
war could not truly prepare the citizenry for the hardened political 
fault lines that would lead to the “irrepressible conflict.” At the onset 
of the nation’s bloodiest struggle, an unprecedented five former presi¬ 
dents stood witness. 

Hoping to stave off war, members of the ex-presidential class 
launched two early efforts to preserve the Union. Aspiring to hammer 
out a blueprint for peace, John Tyler proposed to the Virginia legisla¬ 
ture a meeting of the twelve border states, both slave and free. The 
scheme eventually morphed into a more general invitation in which 
twenty-one states, fourteen free and seven slave, agreed to send rep¬ 
resentatives to Washington for a peace conference. 

The seventy-one-year-old Tyler was selected to chair the conven¬ 
tion, to be held at Washington’s Willard Hotel. With one hundred and 
thirty-one delegates in attendance, the conference convened on Feb¬ 
ruary 4, 1861. For the next three weeks, until its conclusion, it would 
afford Tyler an unexpected outpouring of attention. The former pres¬ 
ident strove to make the gathering meaningful; what “our god-like 
fathers created,” he entreated his colleagues, “we have to preserve.” 
It was soon obvious, however, that no region was interested in genu¬ 
ine compromise, and the conference’s middle-of-the-road resolution 
was promptly rejected by Congress. Though Tyler was undecided 
when he arrived for the conference, he gradually turned toward 
secessionism—especially after a revealing meeting with President¬ 
elect Lincoln at the hotel (where the Illinois Republican resided for 
several weeks before his March 4 inauguration). Lincoln made clear to 
Tyler and other delegates that he would use the provisions of the 
Constitution to immobilize the forward march of slavery. “In a choice 
of evils war may not always be the worst,” Lincoln warned; to Tyler 
the sentiment came as a lightning bolt. 

Twenty-four hours after the convention’s adjournment, Tyler called 
for his Virginia to secede; soon thereafter he was elected to the Con¬ 
federate Congress. Northern delegates were suspicious of the former 
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president’s motives from the outset, calling him a “tottering ashen 
ruin,” a figure “more cordially despised” than any person “who ever 
occupied the Presidential chair.” Their mistrust could only have re¬ 
doubled upon learning that, even as the convention was assembling, 
seven southern states that had already formally seceded were gather¬ 
ing in Montgomery, Alabama, to establish the Confederacy formally. 
Tyler’s own nineteen-year-old granddaughter, who had been born in 
the White House, hoisted the new Confederate flag. 

Encouraged by influential private citizens, Franklin Pierce, the 
downtrodden, alcohol-infused former Democratic president, at¬ 
tempted in May 1861 to gather his ex-presidential colleagues to inves¬ 
tigate peaceful alternatives to the fighting, which was now in its second 
month. Pierce attributed a larger share of the blame for the eventual 
strife to northern abolitionists—no surprise, since his former secre¬ 
tary of war and good friend Jefferson Davis was now president of the 
Confederacy. But Pierce remained willing to use the symbolic office 
of the ex-presidency to save the union. In a letter to his ex-presidential 
colleague Martin Van Buren, he asked, “Is there any human power 
which can avert the conflict of arms . . . between the two sections of 
the Union.?” Suggesting that all five living ex-presidents meet in the 
constitutional city of Philadelphia, he appealed to Van Buren, the 
most senior former president, to convene the proceedings: “No man 
can with propriety summon such a meeting but yourself.” Van Buren, 
who had voted for Stephen Douglas in 1860, was beginning to recog¬ 
nize the need to support Lincoln in the intensifying national conflict 
and would have considered attending had Pierce first obtained Lin¬ 
coln’s consent for the meeting and its aims. (Van Buren’s vocal opposi¬ 
tion to the secessionists, and his efforts to galvanize New York elites 
behind Lincoln, may have been penance for cynically appeasing the 
South earlier in his career.) 

But there was little chance of Pierce approaching Abraham Lin¬ 
coln to sanction such a meeting. Among the ex-presidents. Pierce 
and Tyler were the most decidedly antagonistic to Lincoln and his 
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wartime objectives. While Pierce, unlike Tyler, would not approve of 
secession as a viable alternative, he did recommend that Lincoln ne¬ 
gotiate with the renegade Confederacy to bring an end to the war. 
Pierce also voiced his opposition to Lincoln’s Emancipation Proclama¬ 
tion, interpreting it as an abrogation of states’ rights and indicating 
that for abolitionists the president had become “their willing instru¬ 
ment for all the woe which [had] thus far been brought upon the 
Country and for all the degradation, all the atrocity, all the desolation 
and ruin.” 

Like Pierce, James Buchanan—now retired to his home in Wheat- 
land, Pennsylvania—was often labeled a dough-face; a northerner in 
sympathy with the South. Indeed, a majority of Buchanan’s cabinet 
had been slaveholders. Though Buchanan himself was a strict unionist 
who attacked secession as unconstitutional, he pinned much of the 
blame for the sectional crisis squarely on the North’s supposed un¬ 
compromising stance on the slavery issue, and joined Pierce in reject¬ 
ing the Emancipation Proclamation. To some, Buchanan’s inept 
decision-making had been the proximate cause for war, and he was 
flooded with threatening letters. Some Republican newspapers al¬ 
leged that he could have prevented the conflict if he had sent troops 
to South Carolina during the secession crisis of 1860-61. Life at 
Wheatland was sometimes precarious, and Buchanan allowed com¬ 
mitted Masons to guard his home to fend off possible violence. He 
spent his last years justifying his actions and trying to vindicate his 
administration’s attempts to save the Union with his exculpatory 
memoir, Mr. Buchanan’s Administration on the Eve of the Rebellion. Pub¬ 
lished the year after the Civil War ended, the memoir took pains to 
spotlight “the malign influence of the Republican Party” and the ma¬ 
levolence of antislavery partisans. 

Eor another former president, the years after the war were also 
marked by conflict. Though Millard Eillmore had championed the 
Confederacy’s defeat, he had spoken out in favor of restoring South¬ 
ern rights once the war ended. “When we have conquered the Rebel 
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armies, and disposed of their leaders,” Fillmore noted, “let us show 
our magnanimity and generosity... by extending to them every act 
of kindness in our power and restoring to them all their rights under 
the Constitution.” Fillmore was never a secessionist, but such concil¬ 
iatory comments caused many to stigmatize him as a copperhead—a 
northerner in support of the Confederacy—a charge ardent unionists 
in his native Buffalo and elsewhere never let him live down. 


American Imperialism 
-essee- 

The post-Reconstruction Gilded Age found big business and bur¬ 
geoning American industry craving new resources and the opportu¬ 
nity to affirm America’s power in world affairs. These pressures 
culminated in the Spanish-American War, sparked by tensions over 
Cuban independence from Spain and the growing erosion of Spanish 
colonial control in the Philippines, Puerto Rico, and Guam. The 
Spanish-American War marked the dawn of a newly aggressive era in 
American foreign policy, but even at this moment of brash expansion¬ 
ism, America’s imperial forays had their detractors. Some considered 
the expansionism both unconstitutional and immoral, and found the 
notion of liberating Cubans from their Spanish overlords simply a pre¬ 
text to conquer Spanish lands. Others, Andrew Carnegie among them, 
decried the annexed territorial gains, judging the islands’ inhabitants 
both inferior and bereft of the know-how to participate in the U.S. po¬ 
litical system effectively. 

Ambivalent about America’s role abroad, former president Benja¬ 
min Flarrison was among those troubled by President William McKin¬ 
ley’s dalliances in the Caribbean. Though Flarrison was a fellow 
Republican, and sympathetic to Cuba’s plight, he was hardly con¬ 
vinced that the United States had secured “God’s commission to de¬ 
liver the oppressed the world around” and considered its control of 
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the Philippines a blatant violation of the Monroe Doctrine’s promise 
to “leave the rest of the world alone.” 

McKinley’s immediate predecessor, Democrat Grover Cleveland, 
shared Harrison’s skepticism. An isolationist avant la lettre, Cleveland 
was aghast at the rumblings toward war and the manipulation of pub¬ 
lic sentiment by William Randolph Hearst’s New York World. Even 
after the U.S.S. Maine exploded in Havana Harbor, killing two hun¬ 
dred and sixty-six passengers and crew, Cleveland believed “it would 
be an outrage to declare war” and wondered why the United States 
would partner with the Cubans—whom he warmly described as “the 
most inhuman and barbarous cutthroats in the world.” Eventually, 
Cleveland’s aspiration to keep the United States out of war blurred his 
vision: “I cannot rid myself of the belief that war will be averted,” he 
wrote, anticipating Herbert Hoover’s misguided doubts about the 
prospect of a second world war decades later. 

Cleveland warned that the American death toll would result in a 
“general and ominous inquiry as to the justification and necessity of 
this war.” But he underestimated the cultural impact of one particular 
rough-riding former New York City police commissioner: Teddy Roo¬ 
sevelt. Roosevelt’s charisma and genuine heroics, and the resulting 
wave of overblown jingoism, blunted the Democratic Party’s (and the 
Left’s) critique of America’s slide toward imperialism, though Cleve¬ 
land himself never backed off from his reservations about the war. 

A decade and a half later, Teddy Roosevelt, now a restless former 
president, was quick to push for America to clarify its position in con¬ 
flicts among its neighbors. After his tumultuous second-place finish in 
the 1912 election, Roosevelt openly questioned the choices made in 
Latin America by the newly elected Woodrow Wilson. He took a par¬ 
ticular interest in the Mexican Revolution, especially once American 
soldiers were being routinely captured and killed. Roosevelt took is¬ 
sue with Wilson’s decision not to recognize the thuggish government 
of Victoriano Huerta following a coup in which President Erancisco 
Madero (who had earlier ousted the dictator Porfirio Diaz) was assas- 
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sinated. Unlike many of America’s allies, Wilson refused to confer le¬ 
gitimacy on the Huerta government and pressured Britain to reduce 
aid to Mexico, believing it would force Huerta to hold free elections. 
But Roosevelt claimed that Wilson’s refusal to support Huerta only 
aided the revolutionary forces, leading to sustained border raids 
against Americans and other injustices. Not even Wilson’s eventual 
bombardment and occupation of the port of Veracruz pacified TR. As 
he wrote in the New York Times, “President Wilson interfered in such 
feeble fashion as to accomplish the maximum of evil to us and to 
other foreigners and the Mexicans, and the minimum of good to any¬ 
body. He hit; but he hit softly. Now, no-one should ever hit if it can be 
avoided, but never should any one hit soft.” 

Roosevelt’s criticism struck a nerve. Wilson’s hope to see 
self-government and the will of the people expressed in Mexico was 
certainly defensible, but he hardly wished to see the revolutionary 
forces rise up violently against Huerta. Uneasily, Wilson asked TR 
himself to serve as arbitrator for the conflict. Not surprisingly, Roose¬ 
velt refused; he clearly preferred being in the opposition camp—where 
he could keep Wilson accountable during the hostilities with Mexico 
and, later, the catastrophe of the First World War. 


The Great War 

-es»e- 

It was World War I that ignited all of Roosevelt’s rhetorical cylinders. 
After Germany’s attack on Belgium in 1914—which Roosevelt consid¬ 
ered the conflict’s first outright act of war—the former president’s po¬ 
sition on U.S. involvement began to take form. His thinking was 
shaped by a number of well-regarded figures from politics and culture 
who sought his influence. From one camp, Hugo Munsterberg, a pio¬ 
neering Harvard psychologist and staunch defender of Germany, 
bombarded TR with his version of reality. From another, Rudyard 
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Kipling wrote to Roosevelt from England, assessing in gory detail the 
tragic condition of the Belgians after the German invasion. (Kipling’s 
only son died in the Battle of Loos.) Even the British foreign secre¬ 
tary, Sir Edward Grey, contacted the former president to insist on 
Britain’s righteousness. 

Roosevelt soon became convinced of the horrors of German bel¬ 
ligerence (while vowing “I am no anti-German”), and began promot¬ 
ing what soon became called the policy of “preparedness.” The former 
naval secretary called for the immediate enlargement and improve¬ 
ment of America’s military, and called upon the American public to 
prepare for the possibility of war. Through speeches, articles, a book 
{America and the World War), and even his behind-the-scenes contri¬ 
butions to a film. The Battle Cry of Peace, that examined the conse¬ 
quences of an America unprepared for fighting—Roosevelt skewered 
Wilson for what he considered the president’s cowardice and spineless 
response to German hostility. 

Though he was out of step with public opinion, which champi¬ 
oned Wilson for keeping America free of war, Roosevelt nonetheless 
made a compelling case for intervention. Roaring against Wilson’s 
neutrality, TR stressed that if he had been at the helm he would have 
interceded to protect Belgium from the Germans. His claim was 
doubtless fueled by resentment that Wilson, not he, was president 
during the crisis; his attacks on Wilson only grew in the ensuing 
years. 

Less manic than his mentor, onetime Roosevelt protege William 
Howard Taft also took a great interest in the war as it unfolded. Taft 
cofounded and became first president of the League to Enforce Peace, 
a forerunner to the League of Nations and an outfit united around a 
common premise: that only a powerful international organization 
could ensure the avoidance of war. The league’s guiding principle 
stated that “the signatory powers shall jointly use their economic and 
military forces against any one of their number that goes to war or 
commits acts of hostility against another of the signatories.” 
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Active for roughly three years, the league had its share of critics. 
Roosevelt and his good friend Senator Henry Cabot Lodge were out¬ 
raged when league members backed Wilson’s plan for a negotiated 
peace settlement to end the war in 1916. (The United States wouldn’t 
enter until the following year.) They objected to the league’s inter¬ 
vening in peace negotiations, convinced that it should only operate in 
peacetime environments. But though he quarreled over the league’s 
proper function, Roosevelt never strictly opposed the idea of a global 
alliance of nations. During his Nobel Peace Prize acceptance speech 
several years earlier (he had been awarded the prize in 1906 but didn’t 
make his appearance to accept it until 1910), he called for the strength¬ 
ening of the tribunal at the Hague (Roosevelt had sent the first case 
there) and proposed that a world organization be created to stop the 
outbreak of war. 

After Wilson declared war in 1917, Roosevelt dissected his actions 
almost obsessively. He found Wilson’s conduct of the war reprehensi¬ 
ble, in particular his inadequate efforts at preparedness and his snail- 
like pace in supplying aid to the allies. Roosevelt’s savage rebukes—he 
came perilously close to calling the wartime president a traitor—netted 
him enemies who admonished him to quit “heckling the Commander- 
in-chief when we [are] at war.” Roosevelt’s response was simple and 
direct: it was “unpatriotic not to criticize.” 

During the war’s early years, Taft and Roosevelt were also at odds. 
Taft took issue with Roosevelt’s alarmist pronouncements, claiming 
that “they misrepresent conditions” and “only serve to discourage the 
feeling of people that should be high and enthusiastic.” And Taft wor¬ 
ried that his own efforts to get Congress and the White House to ap¬ 
prove compulsory military service were sidetracked by Roosevelt’s 
oddly self-regarding plea to be dispatched to France to command a 
volunteer mounted infantry—a kind of Rough Riders redux. 

Mutual dissatisfaction with Wilson ultimately brought the two 
former chief executives together. After years of contempt and mis¬ 
trust, they enjoyed a reconciliation of sorts in May 1918 when they 
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found themselves at Chicago’s Blackstone Hotel, Roosevelt stumping 
for congressional candidates and Taft touring on behalf of the Na¬ 
tional War Labor Board. Taft approached Roosevelt, who was dining 
alone, and after a warm greeting (acknowledged by the applause of 
fellow diners), the two former presidents sat and conversed for half an 
hour. Summing up their encounter, TR stated that their views on Wil¬ 
son’s mishandling of the war were perfectly aligned. Both Taft and 
Roosevelt pledged to deliver a Republican victory in the midterm 
elections, but despite their detente they never stumped together, and 
Roosevelt died just months after the election. 

In the ensuing years, Taft shifted his attention to the fight for 
Woodrow Wilson’s brainchild, the League of Nations. A dedicated 
sponsor of the league, Taft was pained that Wilson failed to appoint 
him to the Peace Commission at the Paris Peace Conference of Janu¬ 
ary 1919, where the league’s proposal was up for debate. But the slight 
didn’t dampen his enthusiasm, and Taft redirected his energies to 
securing passage in the Senate. Addressing the many misperceptions 
surrounding the international organization, Taft offered a two-hour 
address to separate fact from fiction, clarifying that the league “did 
not assume any of the powers of the respective nations,” was not 
“super-sovereign,” and that it “proposes, not commands” international 
policy. Insisting that “you violate your duty as patriotic American citi¬ 
zens if you judge the League of Nations ... on whether President 
Wilson or his party may gain credit for it,” he implored senators to rise 
above partisan discord and support the league. “If George Washing¬ 
ton were alive today and was confronted with the situation we face,” 
he said, “he would favor the League of Nations.” 

Indeed, Taft’s support for the league was guided less by any po¬ 
litical compass than by his orientation as a jurist. Despite the evolu¬ 
tion of his war position from neutrality to intervention, Taft was always 
partial to nonviolent judicial settlement of international conflicts. It 
was this commitment that allowed the Republican Taft to serve as 
Wilson’s activist foot soldier despite his personal aversion to the 
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Democratic president, whom he colorfully described as “that mulish 
enigma, that mountain of egotism and selfishness who lives in the 
White House.” 

Though his original Fourteen Points were whittled down in the 
process, Wilson managed to secure approval for the League of Na¬ 
tions at the Peace Conference. On the domestic front, however, the 
plan met with stiff opposition. The Senate balked at the inclusion of 
Article 10, refusing to commit the United States to guaranteeing the 
safety of the other signatory nations against aggression. Though some 
advocated compromise, calling for the covenant to be ratified “with 
reservations,” Wilson encouraged Democrats to vote against such in¬ 
discriminately watered-down proposals. His intransigence, likely ex¬ 
acerbated by a debilitating stroke in 1919, contributed to the league’s 
ultimate defeat in Congress. 

Seeing that Wilson was incapable of fighting on, Taft rallied be¬ 
hind his fellow Republican Warren Harding for president in the next 
election, convinced that the Ohioan might pursue a more measured 
approach to ratification. Yet Taft’s hopes were dashed; Harding turned 
his attention elsewhere, and the league’s moment was lost. 


World War II 

-ese- 

Two decades later, as Europe’s heavens began to darken with the 
storm clouds of a second world war, Herbert Hoover was America’s 
only living ex-president. And it was Hoover who came closest to offer¬ 
ing Americans a firsthand glimpse of fascism—through a winter 1938 
sojourn in Europe when he met privately with Adolf Hitler at the 
German Chancellery and partook in a festive evening with Hermann 
Goering at his estate outside Berlin. 

On March 8, a mere seventy-two hours before the Anschluss, 
Austria’s annexation into greater Germany, Hitler greeted Hoover and 
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the American ambassador to Germany, Hugh R. Wilson, in “black 
breeches, varnished boots and a khaki-colored jacket emblazoned 
with a swastika.” In an hour-long meeting. Hoover and Hitler re¬ 
viewed their respective countries’ economic and social achievements, 
with Hoover “expressing his admiration” for the “very hopeful, live 
atmosphere everywhere in Germany.” When the conversation turned 
to more troubling subjects—among them democracy. Communism, 
and the Jews—Hitler offered the usual National Socialist boilerplate. 
Hoover’s fierce antileftism led the two men to common ground on the 
subject of Communism, and his unbending isolationism compelled 
him to inform the German chancellor that “America was politically 
very different from Europe and by no means desired to interfere in 
European political questions.” Edward Rickard, Hoover’s assistant 
and good friend, later transcribed the former president’s recollections 
of the meeting, noting that Hoover left the session convinced that 
Germany was unprepared for war and that if war came it would be 
“not West but East and South,” with “no harm for general peace.” 

Hoover’s meeting with the fiihrer was followed by festivities at 
the Carl Schurz Society, named for the prominent German-American 
leader. Hoover was feted by the president of the Reichsbank, Hjalmar 
Schacht, who told the guests that “it is in a certain sense tragic that 
Mr. Hoover has not been able to carry out personally the work he con¬ 
ceived from so humane and so idealistic a standpoint,” and that “we 
may expect great things yet from the man who is our guest.” Such 
encomia may in part be attributed to the fact that as president Hoover 
had instituted a debt moratorium during Germany’s financial free fall. 
Hoover was gracious and conveyed his satisfaction that he was able to 
help Germany in its time of need. 

The next day. Hoover had a more leisurely get-together with Her¬ 
mann Goering, exchanging opinions on industry and military might 
with Hitler’s deputy at his opulent hunting lodge. Hoover and guests 
were regaled by “sixteen trumpeters, dressed in elaborate costumes 
and performing the hunting song from Siegfried with servants dressed 
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in uniforms used by Frederick the Great’s foot soldiers [serving] sherry 
and port.” And on the main lunch table he found “a jewel-encrusted 
bust of solid gold ... a memorial to [Goering’s] first wife,” on which 
“pushing a button . .. turned the profile to different angles.” 

After returning to the United States, Hoover strove to reinvigorate 
his party, which had been eclipsed by the rollout of Franklin Roose¬ 
velt’s New Deal. Though Hoover hadn’t styled himself a Republican 
loyalist in the past, in his postpresidential years he toured the country 
speaking on behalf of his party, donating large sums of money to the 
GOP, and holding forth during occasional press conferences—seizing 
a platform for his views even as the enduring taint of the Great De¬ 
pression impaired his credibility. 

As the situation in Europe grew worse. Hoover rallied against 
American intervention. Despite his tete-a-tete with the German lead¬ 
ership, and his direct observance of the Nazis’ mistreatment of Polish 
Jews, Hoover was convinced that an alliance with Britain, France, or 
most problematically Russia was a wrongheaded approach to stem¬ 
ming the Fascist tide. Several days after his return from Europe, the 
former president made it clear that in establishing defensive alliances 
“we would be fostering the worst thing that can happen to a civiliza¬ 
tion . . . the building up of a war between government faiths and ide¬ 
ologies.” Live and let live. Hoover counseled; “The forms of 
government which other people pass through in working out their 
destinies is not our business. We can never herd the world into the 
paths of righteousness with the dogs of war.” A year before Pearl Har¬ 
bor, Hoover declared with passionate certainty that America was in no 
present danger but was “far more likely” to be dragged into war by 
Roosevelt than by the Republican presidential nominee, Wendell 
Willkie. 

Hoover never stopped cautioning against American entrance into 
the European theater. Thundering against FDR’s March 1941 
Lend-Lease Act, which allowed the president to supply war materials 
to allied nations. Hoover lobbied strenuously to weaken its provisions 
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and pressed prominent Republican noninterventionists such as Rob¬ 
ert Taft and Thomas Dewey to follow suit. After Pearl Harbor, he did 
offer at least rhetorical backing for the United States’ entry into World 
War II, but at least in philosophical terms he never deviated from his 
own isolationism. Though in public he accepted that war had been 
forced on America, Hoover also believed that if the United States had 
pursued a less belligerent economic relationship with Japan instead of 
freezing its assets, the attack on Pearl Harbor just may have been 
averted. 


Herbert Hoover and the Postwar World 

-ese- 

Over the years, Hoover’s positions were subject to seemingly contra¬ 
dictory interpretations and netted him unlikely bedfellows. His with¬ 
ering criticism of U.S. military adventurism made him an icon of sorts 
to some New Left historians, though others were skeptical of his cre¬ 
dentials as a classic isolationist, citing his overriding desire to maintain 
a secure and balanced world order. Hoover himself rejected such la¬ 
bels altogether, dismissing them as unhelpful distractions that oc¬ 
cluded the larger issues. Advocating for a policy of deterrence during 
the Korean War, he was adamant that “sane policies cannot be made 
amid college yells of ‘isolationist’ or ‘internationalist,’ nor by smears 
and slanted news which are the ugly instruments of those who would 
dictate.” However his arguments were later construed, one thing is 
certain; Hoover’s own statements never suffered from opacity. 

After World War II, the new principle known as “containment” 
came to dominate the debate over U.S. foreign policy. And by the 
early 1950s, Hoover was pushing for the scaling back of American 
military engagements overseas and the reinforcing of its defenses in 
the Western Hemisphere. While he believed that America’s security 
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must be its first priority, he recommended rectifying the imbalance of 
military strength abroad. European nations were not pulling their 
weight in conflict spots, he argued, and the United States was shoul¬ 
dering a disproportionate amount of the burden. (He raised similar 
objections to the Marshall Plan, proposing that the World Bank fi¬ 
nance and oversee the process, with involvement from a number of 
countries, instead of the United States handling the task alone.) 
Hoover’s critique was timely; reversals in the Korean War were giving 
Americans pause about the legitimacy of their country’s commitments 
in Asia, and Hoover attacked Truman for going to war “under the 
most specious reasoning.” “If he accomplished nothing else,” a Los 
Angeles Times editorial reflected, “Mr. Hoover forced the Truman ad¬ 
ministration to attempt a coherent understanding of its meandering 
foreign policy.” 


The Cold War 

—esee— 

Harry Truman saw things differently from Hoover. As president, he 
backed a dramatic buildup of America’s armed forces—its airpower 
in particular—increasing its defense budget to more than $50 billion. 
Truman played hardball against Republican efforts to make the 
Democrats seem “soft on Communism,” going so far as to create a 
loyalty program to root out so-called subversive influences within the 
federal government. After leaving office in 1953, Truman grew dubi¬ 
ous about Eisenhower’s conduct of the fight against Communism and 
slammed Ike’s administration for reductions in America’s overall mili¬ 
tary might. “The General doesn’t know any more about politics than 
a pig knows about Sunday,” Truman scoffed. Eisenhower explained 
his actions coolly: “Once you spend a dollar beyond adequacy, you are 
weakening yourself,” he said—a preview of sentiments he later 
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expressed in his warnings about the “military-industrial complex” 
upon leaving office. 

Historians have richly debated Eisenhower’s legacy as president; 
whether he was largely an ineffective and unengaged head of state or 
a behind-the-scenes master, carefully delegating responsibility and 
purposefully appearing uninvolved in order to minimize partisan¬ 
ship. Popularized by Fred Greenstein’s 1982 study, The Hidden-Hand 
Presidency: Eisenhower as Leader, the revisionist take on Ike as politi¬ 
cally adroit was posited by journalist Murray Kempton as early as 
1967. (In reviewing Ike’s memoirs for Esquire, Kempton wrote that 
“We never knew the cunning beneath the shell.”) Whether Eisen¬ 
hower’s successors John F. Kennedy or Lyndon Johnson considered 
him a somnambulist leader or a wily tactician, they both turned to 
him during salient moments of military and diplomatic conflict. Ob¬ 
viously not a chief counselor, Eisenhower was nonetheless an influ¬ 
ential informal adviser to both men, and helped shape the policies 
they eventually pursued. 

During Kennedy’s transition to the White House, he and Ike had 
a now famous discussion on U.S. policy in Cuba and Southeast Asia. 
Thereafter, JFK kept his immediate predecessor in the foreign policy 
loop throughout his presidency, and thus Kennedy not only had Eisen¬ 
hower’s advice but his reaction to policies to consider. “Kennedy 
thought there was something frightening about Eisenhower,” one histo¬ 
rian has suggested. “There was also something politically intimidat¬ 
ing about succeeding a man of such great popularity. . . . Ike’s approval 
was not necessary, but his public disapproval could be devastating.” 
Eisenhower’s gravitas and symbolic power weighed on Kennedy for 
the duration of his thousand days. 

Once the American-supported Cuban refugees were captured off 
the Bay of Pigs inlet in April 1961, Kennedy immediately sought Ike’s 
advice, inviting him to Camp David for a meeting on strategy. After 
Kennedy conceded that the landing of the refugees was an unmiti¬ 
gated fiasco and that he had relied upon inadequate intelligence. 
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Eisenhower skewered the president on several points; his failure to 
pull together a full meeting of the National Security Council to de¬ 
bate the merits of the mission; the lack of air cover during the inva¬ 
sion; and his illusory belief that it could be carried out in such a way as 
to mask the U.S. role. Wary of Kennedy’s limited foreign policy ex¬ 
pertise before the election, Eisenhower was hardly surprised by the 
young president’s rudimentary mistakes. Eor his part, Kennedy re¬ 
ceived Ike’s words as an unsentimental education. 

During the Camp David meeting, some on Kennedy’s staff 
claimed that planning for the invasion had actually commenced on 
Eisenhower’s watch. Ike denied the charge vigorously. With the aid of 
former adviser Gordon Gray, he retrieved classified documents from 
his administration relating to Cuba. While Gray’s notes indicated that 
there had been discussions about military planning, Ike flatly contra¬ 
dicted Gray’s interpretation, claiming that no actual “planning” had 
been discussed. Eisenhower even moved to alter the language of the 
documents, saying, “I’m going to have this page rewritten to reflect 
the facts.” 

Although it was true that Cuban exiles were trained and a coup to 
remove Eidel Castro was considered while Eisenhower was still in 
power, Ike had never authorized such an invasion, unconvinced that 
conditions were ripe for it. Nor did he believe that they were right 
under Kennedy—in large part because no opposition leader strong 
enough to supplant Castro had emerged to take the reins if a coup 
were carried out. Yet Eisenhower’s reservations about Kennedy and 
the Bay of Pigs didn’t prevent him from continuing to consult with the 
younger man on both domestic and foreign policy issues, even at 
times lobbying members of Congress on Kennedy’s behalf to support 
certain legislative initiatives. 

Eisenhower’s military acumen made him one of the persons to 
whom Kennedy turned as the Cuban missile crisis unfolded. Be¬ 
hind the scenes, through CIA director John McCone, Eisenhower 
gave Kennedy tactical advice on how to negotiate with Khrushchev, 
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recommending that American plans should involve “a blockade, in¬ 
tense surveillance, and announcing the intention of taking military 
action” if the Soviets should refuse to remove the missiles. 

Kennedy’s team kept Eisenhower closely informed, consulting 
with him repeatedly even in the hours before they revealed the exis¬ 
tence of Soviet missiles in Cuba to the American public. Beyond gain¬ 
ing Ike’s perspective on the matter, the briefings were also defensive 
in nature; by keeping the former president up to speed, Kennedy 
hoped to induce Eisenhower to buy into his Cuba policy, thus head¬ 
ing off the possibility of future partisan attacks. In response to Ken¬ 
nedy’s concern that the crisis would be used as a political football 
during the midterm congressional contests, Eisenhower even went on 
record during an ABC television interview as saying that the Cuban 
missile crisis should not become an election issue. Though he never 
advocated a wholesale embargo on criticizing future administrations— 
in fact, Ike himself spoke out against some of Kennedy’s policies on the 
campaign trail—Eisenhower did encourage his party to focus on 
the administration’s past actions and not on the current crisis facing 
the government. 

Erom the other two living ex-presidents, Herbert Hoover and Harry 
Truman, Kennedy received reassuring words during the dark moments 
of the missile crisis. In his customarily unfiltered fashion, Truman told 
Kennedy that “The Russians have always backed up when we met 
them with force.” Hoover was more circumspect: “There is only one 
course for the American people in this crisis of communist aggression. 
That is to stand by the President.” 

Though Kennedy heeded much of Eisenhower’s advice during 
the missile crisis and its aftermath, Ike thought the deal he struck 
with Khrushchev—that the United States would agree not to invade 
Cuba in exchange for the removal of the launchers—unrealistic. Still, 
Kennedy continued to engage Eisenhower on other foreign policy 
concerns—from negotiations on the Limited Test Ban Treaty to U.S. 
involvement in Vietnam. 
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Vietnam 
-ese- 

The Vietnam War, begun during Eisenhower’s administration, con¬ 
tinued through those of his three immediate successors, and Ken¬ 
nedy, Johnson, and Nixon each deepened American involvement in 
the region. The same might be said for Truman, since his support for 
French colonialism in Indochina and promise of resources to South 
Vietnam earn him a share of responsibility for the conflict. 

Spurred on by Cold War imperatives and mindful of the “loss of 
China” to the Communists, Eisenhower began sending American 
advisers to Vietnam in 1954. He was at the helm during the creation 
of the Southeast Asia Treaty Organization (SEATO), which estab¬ 
lished a system of “mutual defense” between America and the non- 
Communist Southeast Asian countries. 

Magnifying the strategic importance of South Vietnam, John F. 
Kennedy upped the number of advisers in Saigon to more than six¬ 
teen thousand and was party to the coup that removed South Viet¬ 
namese president Ngo Dinh Diem on November 1, 1963. Inheriting 
the presidency and the war only weeks later, Johnson took no re¬ 
sponsibility for the conflict’s origins. (“I didn’t get you into Vietnam,” 
he told an audience sometime later. “You have been in Vietnam for 
ten years.”) Initially continuing his predecessors’ strategy of limited 
involvement, in 1965 Johnson moved toward an open-ended com¬ 
mitment to South Vietnam, backed by a major escalation of the 
ground war. 

Johnson regularly recruited advice from a coterie of experts on 
how best to manage the conflagration in Vietnam, and Dwight 
Eisenhower was part of this pool. In particular, Johnson was keen to 
draw Ike out on how he had ended the Korean War, in hopes of de¬ 
riving lessons that would help in his own troubling situation. Acutely 
aware that the former president’s imprimatur on their Vietnam pol¬ 
icy would resonate with the American public, members of Johnson’s 
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administration carefully orchestrated Ike’s role. Eventually, Ike would 
become almost an adjunct member of Johnson’s war cabinet. 

Truman, of course, was another story. Although he had prosecuted 
the greater part of the Korean conflict when president, Truman stayed 
outside the corridors of power and offered just a handful of public 
statements in support of Johnson. Resisting the natural parallels with 
Korea, Truman asserted that “Johnson did the right thing” by retaliat¬ 
ing against North Vietnamese attacks on U.S. warships, but was quick 
to point out that he was “not making any comparisons with what [he] 
would have done when . . . president.” The eighty-year-old Truman 
later added that “Johnson knows what needs to be done, and he 
knows what should be avoided. ... In this situation he deserves, and 
should have, the confidence of everyone.” 

While Eisenhower seemed to be in concert with Johnson on the 
escalation of force in 1965—indeed, he was generally at least as hawk¬ 
ish as the president—his perspective was distinguished by nuances, 
subtleties accumulated during his long military experience that John¬ 
son knew he could not match. “I need your wisdom and your judg¬ 
ment in these decisions which the President must make,” he told Ike 
in 1966, “and whose depth and solemn agony only you can really un¬ 
derstand.” 

Though hardly a fan of Lyndon Johnson personally—he once said 
LBJ had “no moral courage whatsoever”—Eisenhower was nonethe¬ 
less pleased to offer his strategic perspective. In so doing he chided 
Johnson for his singular reliance on force, explaining that military 
strikes were “only part of the story... a preliminary to pacification.” 
Stressing the inevitable postwar difficulties of state-building and the 
complexities involved in developing stable institutions, Eisenhower 
counseled, “We should keep constant pressure on bringing the South 
Vietnamese to the point where they will be strong enough, both in 
Saigon and the countryside, to govern themselves effectively.” Eisen¬ 
hower also emphasized that the president had an obligation to raise 
not just the morale of the South Vietnamese but that of Americans as 
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well, by keeping the public carefully informed about what was trans¬ 
piring in Vietnam. Overlooking the duty to explain and justify an 
overseas war, Eisenhower foresaw, was a recipe for domestic disaster. 

Ike’s early reluctance to speak out publicly against Johnson may 
have been a form of reciprocity; during Ike’s time in the White House, 
LBJ’s Senate support had been invaluable. When it came to setting 
the record straight, however, Ike had no qualms about sharing his 
reading of history. Just as he had denied to Kennedy that the Bay of 
Pigs plan had been formulated on his watch, the former president was 
eager to clarify that Johnson’s military policy in Vietnam did not 
originate with him. At a press conference in August 1965, Eisenhower 
disputed the Johnson administration’s assertion that as president he 
had guaranteed military support to the South Vietnamese outside the 
limits of SEATO, explaining that in the 1950s “we were not talking 
about military programs but foreign aid.” Johnson’s staff went to great 
lengths to find evidence that Ike had been ready to offer military sup¬ 
port to South Vietnam, but none ever reached the public. 

As the decade wore on, Eisenhower became increasingly skepti¬ 
cal about Johnson’s Vietnam policy. Ike believed that LBJ was mis- 
guidedly fighting a war of gradualism rather than committing to the 
escalation necessary to win, and made his position explicit to the 
president. “When you once appeal to force in an international situa¬ 
tion involving military help to a nation, you have to go all out!” Re¬ 
minding him that “this is a war,” he warned the president to “do what 
you have to do!” Ike repeatedly encouraged Johnson to rely more on 
his military commanders in the field, who could assess the situation 
firsthand, and less on armchair tacticians. Einally, and most provoca¬ 
tively for Johnson, Eisenhower counseled LBJ to sideline blue-chip 
domestic policy endeavors like the War on Poverty and the race to the 
moon and divert the necessary energy and resources to defeat the 
Vietcong. 

Predictably, Ike had little time for the antiwar crowd. “The cur¬ 
rent raucous confrontation goes far beyond honorable dissent... it is 
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rebellion, and it verges on treason.” When Johnson seemed to suc¬ 
cumb to the growing antiwar sentiment and announced that he was 
getting out of the 1968 race and freezing most of the bombing of 
North Vietnam, Eisenhower was enraged. Yet despite Ike’s impa¬ 
tience, Johnson continued to seek him out; as he told Richard Nixon 
in 1968, “No person has been more help to me as president than 
President Eisenhower.” 


Nixon Redivivus 

-essee- 

As the United States wound down its involvement in the Vietnam 
War, Americans shifted their gaze back to the domestic arena. Changes 
in the broader cultural fabric after the rambunctious 1960s, the ca¬ 
lamitous fallout from the Watergate nightmare, and increasingly seri¬ 
ous economic dislocation dominated public attention. Yet such 
preoccupations were soon accompanied by the recognition that Amer¬ 
ica remained vulnerable on the international stage, as U.S. citizens 
were taken hostage in Iran, and Americans at home warily followed 
the postdetente political dance with the Soviet Union. 

A battle-tested veteran of international affairs, ex-president 
Richard Nixon saw an opportunity to begin slowly reinstating himself 
in the eyes of his Republican compatriots. Especially with reference 
to the so-called second world, namely China and the Soviet Union, 
Nixon’s hard-boiled pragmatism had its steady devotees. But his ardu¬ 
ous journey to reestablish respectability took time. Two years after 
resigning his office in disgrace, Nixon made a highly touted fourth 
anniversary trip to Beijing—a coming out of sorts, including an “al¬ 
most presidential tour” of the country and an audience with Chair¬ 
man Mao. (The visit didn’t sit very well with the Eord administration, 
which preferred to conduct its own foreign policy.) Nixon then went 
on the offensive, trafficking his geopolitical expertise in a stream of 
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essays, interviews, volumes of foreign policy theory and argument, 
and strategic memos to those in power, recognizing that leveraging 
his foreign affairs bona fides was his only real hope for a legitimate 
comeback. 

Nixon made it clear that he would resist being muzzled. “I am go¬ 
ing to speak out on issues,” he insisted, “and maybe I’ll lose some and 
people will tell me to shut up. But when you believe in something, as 
I do . . . you must speak up. And that’s what I am going to do.” The 
always determined former president made good on his pledge. Dur¬ 
ing the Carter administration, Nixon knocked the president’s ambi¬ 
tion to establish international norms of civil and political conduct as 
empty “rhetoric on human rights” and hammered him for what he 
perceived as a values-based foreign policy. Pinning the blame on 
Carter for the fall of the Shah, Nixon belittled the Democratic admin¬ 
istration as rife with weak-willed “moral imperialists.” (In reality, the 
Shah actually got a pass from Carter’s otherwise principled human 
rights record.) “Did anybody suggest,” Nixon said breathlessly, “that 
Saudi Arabia is not an absolute monarchy and that we are going to say 
to King Khalid or Prince Fahd, ‘Look, boys, until you unveil the 
women ... we won’t buy your oil.^’ Hell no! Where are the human rights 
in China.^ Are we going to change our policy on China because they 
don’t have human rights.^ Hell no!” 

Carter rose above Nixon’s scorching words, even extending him 
an invitation to a White House state dinner honoring Deng Xiaoping. 
Carter was quick to explain that Watergate was now a part of history 
and that to invite Nixon was “a fair and proper thing.” And, in any 
case, it was the Chinese delegation that had asked to meet with the 
former president. 

During the denouement of the Cold War, Nixon used his knowl¬ 
edge of international politics to maneuver into a consultative role with 
Ronald Reagan. Fortunately for Nixon, of the three ex-presidents still 
alive during Reagan’s tenure, his was the only advice Reagan actively 
pursued. Reagan made it clear early on that he wanted nothing to do 
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with Carter, never inviting him to a state dinner, not even asking him 
and Rosalynn to the White House when their portraits were hung. 
Reagan’s relationship with Ford was not much warmer; the Michigan 
Republican was largely cast aside during the 1980s. (Little love was 
lost on Ford’s side, either; he always resented Reagan for challenging 
him—a sitting Republican president—in the 1976 primaries and for 
offering only meager support once Ford captured the Republican 
nomination.) 

In October 1981, Reagan invited Nixon to accompany Carter and 
Ford to Anwar Sadat’s funeral—a move that cleared the way for Nixon 
to assert himself further in the political sphere. Journalists openly 
questioned the appropriateness of Nixon’s presence at the event, but 
for Mary McGrory of the Washington Post, the trip landed Nixon “a 
round-trip ticket to respectability”; her colleague Haynes Johnson 
called it a possible “way back from Elba.” 


Carter’s Shadow Diplomacy of the 1980s 

—esee- 

Sadat’s funeral set the stage for one of the most peculiar, yet fruitful, 
postpresidential relationships—that of Jimmy Carter and Gerald Ford. 
It was during the return trip on Air Force One (Nixon carried on to 
Saudi Arabia for private reasons) that the two ex-presidents forged a 
political partnership and personal friendship that endured until Ford’s 
passing in 2006. While Ford and Carter had made common cause in 
the past (Ford, for instance, had helped rally Senate Republicans to 
ratify Carter’s hard-won Panama Canal Treaty), their new alliance had 
a more far-reaching agenda. In a meeting with select journalists on the 
flight back to the States, Ford suggested that dialogue with and recog¬ 
nition of the Palestinian Liberation Organization, then an outlaw outfit 
in the eyes of the U.S. State Department, was inevitable and that it 
would be better to push things along that course now than to wait for 
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another tragic moment down the road. Carter concurred, adding that 
“there is no way for Israel ever to have an assured permanent peace 
without resolving the Palestinian issue.” 

It’s true that, in this conversation, Carter and Ford did not sub¬ 
stantively depart from Henry Kissinger’s 1975 script prohibiting talks 
with the PLO until the organization formally recognized Israel’s right 
to exist. The new and indisputably bold move implied by the Ford- 
Carter conversation was the symbolic resonance behind their call to 
open talks. Both Carter and Ford seemed to believe that the tragic 
fate of Anwar Sadat should lead to increased understanding among 
the nations of the Middle East, not to continued isolation. The PLO, 
they implied, was the only legitimate representative of the Palestin¬ 
ians. After all, who else could be a credible negotiating partner.? “We 
thought it was wrong to label Palestinians as terrorists,” Ford ex¬ 
plained. “We would have to start negotiations with the PLO if peace 
was going to be achieved.” 

A little over a year later. Carter and Ford published a jointly writ¬ 
ten article in Reader’s Digest arguing that Israel was not meeting its 
obligations under the 1978 Camp David Accords, instead continuing 
to build settlements and confiscate Palestinian property in the Occu¬ 
pied Territories. Beyond his public commentary, Jimmy Carter con¬ 
tinued to travel to the Middle East to meet with Arab and Israeli 
leaders alike. When Reagan learned that Carter was entertaining the 
possibility of a meeting with Arafat on his March 1983 trip (Carter had 
floated the idea in an interview with Penthouse), the president quickly 
pressured Carter to forgo any appointment with the PLO leadership. 
Carter agreed and ended up meeting with lower-level PLO represen¬ 
tatives. “I won’t see Arafat,” Carter told the press. “I think it would be 
improper for me to speak to Arafat unless the PLO is willing to recog¬ 
nize Israel’s right to exist. But I will see other Palestinian leaders in 
Gaza and the West Bank.” The former president’s willingness to ac¬ 
cept White House marching orders on Middle East policy would grow 
less flexible in the years ahead. 
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Effectively locked out of Washington during the Reagan era (with 
one notable exception, when Reagan explicitly requested and re¬ 
ceived Carter’s support to lobby Congress on behalf of AWAC missile 
sales to Saudi Arabia), Carter spent much of the 1980s developing the 
Carter Center and practicing his self-styled diplomacy and electoral 
monitoring around the globe. To put it mildly, the Reagan administra¬ 
tion didn’t take kindly to the ex-president’s activities. To them. Carter 
was little short of a rabble-rousing menace, bent on operating a shadow 
government in regions like Central America and the Middle East 
where the administration was strategically focused. 

Carter never denied the animus from Reagan’s side: “Quite often, 
my image and goals would be in conflict with those of President Rea¬ 
gan,” he said, “and I didn’t get any support from his ambassadors. In 
fact, sometimes they would deliberately put impediments in my way.” 
In one instance. Carter explained how Reagan’s State Department, 
which opposed his 1983 travels to South and Central America, pressed 
him to scotch his plans, claiming that the trip would be a security risk 
and that “governments would be embarrassed.” Arriving in Costa 
Rica, Carter learned that “the [U.S.] Ambassador had canceled all my 
appointments, all the appointments we had laboriously made, unbe¬ 
knownst to me.” 

When Carter planned a 1987 visit to the Middle East and North 
Africa to identify further apertures for the peace process, the Reagan 
administration learned that Syria was being considered for the itiner¬ 
ary. As the U.S. government had banned high-level meetings between 
U.S. and Syrian officials, the administration pressured Carter, though 
obviously no longer a public official, not to visit Damascus. When 
their efforts failed, and Reagan’s staff recognized that it had little in¬ 
fluence over Carter’s diplomatic rendezvous, the administration ad¬ 
opted a realistic line, actually considering whether to ask Carter to 
deliver an official message to Syrian leaders regarding the hostages in 
Lebanon. 

As it turned out, the Syrian visit was a red herring. The real em- 
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barrassment for the Reagan administration was Carter’s stopover in 
Egypt. In Cairo, despite informing reporters that “I am not here to 
criticize my own government,” Carter slammed the “missing leader¬ 
ship” in Washington, and said that “President Reagan has not been 
inclined to use negotiation and diplomacy as a means to achieve our 
nation’s goals nearly so much as have his Democratic and Republican 
predecessors. He’s more inclined to exert America’s military strength, 
either the actual use of it or the threat of it.” This level of censure 
from a former president abroad was rare and spoke to the frustration 
Carter felt in seeing his vaunted Middle East diplomacy scrapped in 
favor of Reagan’s anti-Communist crusades in Central America and 
elsewhere. 

The Reagan administration bristled at Carter’s rhetorical invec¬ 
tive, which broke the informal rule of not undermining a sitting presi¬ 
dent when abroad, and asked that he abstain from any further 
denunciations of White House policy. Carter responded that he wasn’t 
a representative of the government, rather someone who could “say 
what I please.” Upon his return, Carter debriefed Eoggy Bottom offi¬ 
cials, including Secretary of State George Shultz; despite his estrange¬ 
ment from a conservative establishment, the former president always 
remained willing to impart his findings. 


Nixon and Reagan 
-esse- 

While Ronald Reagan was keeping tabs on Carter’s wanderings, he 
turned to Richard Nixon for guidance on international affairs. And 
like Carter, at least in this one respect, Nixon was eager to speak his 
mind. Playing down his otherwise security-minded tendencies, Nixon 
struck the pose of Cold Warrior with a human face when it came to 
diplomacy on Russia. During the debate over Reagan’s proposal for 
the Strategic Defense Initiative, the missile-defense shield popularly 



154 / Citizen-in-Chief 


known as “Star Wars,” Nixon asserted that “When [the Russians] 
have 10,000 of these damn things there is no defense.” Understanding 
the perils of defensive superiority, Nixon suggested sharing research 
as a way to obviate first-strike considerations. 

Disagreements aside, Reagan relied on Nixon in preparing for his 
November 1985 summit with the Soviets in Geneva. (Reagan would 
have had one earlier, he quipped, but the Russian leaders “kept dying 
on me.”) He even cited verbatim Nixon’s summation of the state of 
play between the superpowers; “We want peace. The Soviet Union 
needs peace.” By then it had also become public knowledge that 
Reagan had secretly consulted with Nixon during his initial diplo¬ 
matic foray with a leading Soviet official. Foreign Minister Andrei Gro¬ 
myko, a year earlier. 

Having turned his administration into a kind of rolling mutual 
seminar on balance-of-power politics with his national security advi¬ 
sor and secretary of state Henry Kissinger, Nixon considered himself 
a master at the nuances of great power diplomacy. He urged Reagan 
to manage America’s relationship with China carefully, and warned 
him against provoking the Soviet Union, which feared a military rela¬ 
tionship between China and the United States. Addressing Chinese 
social and political realities, Nixon assailed the cultural notion of 
“playing the China card,” casting it as a “put-down” of the Chinese 
people. “Nobody wants to be a card,” he asserted. “Let them under¬ 
stand that we would want a relationship even if there were no Russia.” 

Perhaps more than his advice on world affairs, Nixon’s support 
was crucial during the Iran-Contra scandal in the second half of the 
1980s. In the first phase of the controversy, the Reagan administration 
was accused of covertly selling arms to Iran in exchange for the free¬ 
ing of hostages from pro-Iranian Hezbollah forces in Lebanon in 1986. 
Former presidents Ford and Carter reproached the administration for 
what they saw as Reagan’s effort to “buy back” the hostages. Their 
outrage only grew when Lieutenant Colonel Oliver North revealed 
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that revenues from the Iran arms sales, eventually totaling $14 mil¬ 
lion, were diverted to train Nicaraguan Contra rebels. 

In clear contrast, Richard Nixon played GOP loyalist, helping to 
shore up support for Reagan nearly half a year before the Iran-Contra 
hearings got under way. In a closed session speech to the Republican 
faithful, Nixon demanded steadfast support: “Defend the President 
for trying to seek his goals. . . . Don’t, don’t weaken the man. And 
don’t let Republicans go on with their favorite sport of cannibalism.” 
As for the diversion of funds to Nicaraguan rebels, Nixon admitted, 
“That was illegal, apparently. But President Reagan didn’t know 
[about the scheme]. I know that because he just was not involved in 
details. He has told me so. I believe him.” And in addressing the obvi¬ 
ous elephant-in-the-room historical analogy, Nixon vowed, “It is not 
going to be another Watergate, as long as you stay ahead of the 
curve.” 

Though Reagan’s approval rating plummeted to 50 percent after 
the details of the Iran-Contra affair were broadcast in congressional 
hearings, he still managed to leave office in 1989 as a personally 
popular figure. A little over a year after his exit, he was finally forced 
to testify in the criminal trial of his former aide John Poindexter. As 
expected, Reagan pleaded ignorance of any illegal arms trading 
deals or financial diversions and said repeatedly that he was unable 
to recall facts and episodes, though he took his share of responsibil¬ 
ity for the overall plan. “It was a covert action that was taken at my 
behest,” he said, but, “I, to this day, do not recall ever hearing that 
there was a diversion.” It was the first time a former president or sit¬ 
ting president ever testified in a criminal trial concerning his time in 
power. 

After leaving office, Reagan was far more comfortable running 
through his favorite platitudes about the inevitable collapse of Com¬ 
munism. In his first postpresidential address, “The Triumph of Free¬ 
dom,” delivered in London’s Guildhall in June 1989, Reagan predicted 
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that a communications revolution would sound the death knell of au¬ 
tocracy. Suggesting that the “Goliath of totalitarianism will be brought 
down by the David of the microchip,” Reagan proved at least partially 
prophetic. That fall, state socialist edifices, taking their cue from the 
social movements in Hungary and Poland and the democratizing pos¬ 
sibilities unleashed by Gorbachev, began to combust throughout Cen¬ 
tral and Eastern Europe. 

In addition to the revolutionary events in Europe, Reagan also 
spoke to the tragedy that had earlier unfolded in Beijing’s Tianan¬ 
men Square, where hundreds of students, labor activists, and other 
demonstrators were killed. “You cannot massacre an idea,” he said. 
“You cannot run tanks over hope. You cannot riddle a people’s yearn¬ 
ing with bullets. Those heroic Chinese students who gave their lives 
have released the spirit of democracy and it cannot be called back.” 
Yet on a trip to Japan later that year, he strayed from such idealist 
rhetoric, offering a more sober appraisal of the Tiananmen situation; 
“I love those young people, and I agree with what their feelings are, 
but did they handicap people who were quietly trying to do what they 
want.?” 

Even as Reagan was wondering whether the Chinese students 
had acted rashly, Richard Nixon became the best-known American to 
visit the People’s Republic of China after the crackdown. Eollowing 
his standard realpolitik-cum-coexistence line, Nixon appealed to the 
United States and China to recommence their cooperative relation¬ 
ship and urged that China avoid a “return to its isolation.” Speaking 
with Chinese premier Li Peng, Nixon acknowledged that “The cul¬ 
tural, political and ideological differences between us . . . you a Chi¬ 
nese Communist who believes in Leninist rule, I an American 
conservative who believes in capitalism and democracy, are too great 
to permit a common understanding of this tragedy.” But he suggested 
that the two nations “rise above the acrimony of the moment and re¬ 
sume the progress and cooperation that are worthy of two great peo¬ 
ples.” 
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Nixon on Russia 
—esee— 

Following the Soviet Union’s quiet death in late 1991, Nixon spent 
much of his final years speculating about the future of Russia. During 
the 1992 presidential campaign, he insisted that the United States 
must assist Russia in its tentative moves toward democratic rule, call¬ 
ing Russia’s transition one of the most critical international questions 
of our time. To press his case, he disseminated a memo to a number 
of prominent political leaders, the contents of which were leaked to 
the New York Times. “The hot-button issue in the 1950s was, ‘Who 
lost China.U ” it began. “If Yeltsin goes down, the question of ‘Who 
lost Russia.^’ will be an infinitely more devastating issue in the 1990s.” 
Interpreted as an attack on what Nixon considered President Bush’s 
passive Russia policy—he labeled it “pathetically inadequate” and 
“penny-ante”—the memo fueled a powerful debate on Russia’s fu¬ 
ture and even pushed Bush to offer a degree of guarantees, including 
his signature on the Freedom Support Act, legislation that mandated 
the United States to pass on a “peace dividend” to countries within the 
former Soviet Union at a cost of $417 million. 

Nonetheless, Nixon remained dissatisfied with Bush’s commit¬ 
ment to Yeltsin and labeled the president one of “those who overcom¬ 
mitted themselves to Gorbachev.” Nixon felt that Bush had made a 
serious strategic blunder in the 1992 election by not addressing 
head-on with Bill Clinton the fragility of the Russian democratic ex¬ 
periment and choosing instead to focus on domestic policy. Exploring 
what he would have done differently in Bush’s shoes, Nixon boasted, 
“I would have hit the Russian-aid thing hard by saying, ‘I know it’s 
not popular, but it must be done.’ ” 

Shortly after Clinton’s electoral victory, Nixon raised the red flag 
in an op-ed piece. Fearing that the Yeltsin government was in “mortal 
danger” and that the country faced a possible restoration, he advised 
the United States to offer a major aid package—to reschedule Russia’s 
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debt, extend financial support, and encourage private investment. In 
view of Clinton’s plan to focus his honeymoon-period political capital 
on the domestic side, Nixon persuasively laid out the potential drain 
on the U.S. economy should the response to a more threatening Rus¬ 
sian leadership demand an arms buildup. 

Clinton met with Nixon shortly after he came into office. Though 
even as late as 1993 he felt it unwise to be photographed with the for¬ 
mer president (he would wait until Nixon’s funeral the following year 
to let the cameras roll), he did value the utility of Nixon’s recommen¬ 
dations on Russia. And by inviting him for a policy discussion in the 
White House, Clinton conferred upon Nixon another leap of legiti¬ 
macy. Watching their interaction, Thomas Friedman suggested that 
“Mr. Nixon is not only rehabilitating [Yeltsin], but also himself.” Clin¬ 
ton, too, benefited from the association: Nixon promised to mobilize 
skeptical GOP Congress members to support greater Russian finan¬ 
cial aid. 

Nixon’s final trip to the former Soviet Union in 1993 was eye¬ 
opening. He spent a grueling fortnight in Russia during a fraught pe¬ 
riod when Boris Yeltsin’s ham-fisted authoritarian maneuvers were 
inspiring a backlash, spurring angry mobs and culminating in an at¬ 
tempted coup. Nixon now took a less glamorized view of Yeltsin, who 
refused to meet with the former president and said he “should be sup¬ 
ported not idolized.” By romanticizing Yeltsin’s government, Nixon 
wrote, “the West runs the risk of personalizing its Russia policy and 
creating a potential trap for itself” Nixon’s feedback to the Clinton 
administration was also a personalized mea culpa. Heeding the advice 
of Henry Kissinger, who implored the United States to reach out to 
other parts of the former empire rather than coddling Russia, Nixon 
did travel to other newly independent former Soviet states on the trip, 
and in his final months moved away from an exclusive embrace of 
Yeltsin and Russia. In perhaps his last philosophical contribution to 
American foreign policy—one that spoke volumes a decade later dur¬ 
ing the era of Vladimir Putin—Nixon pointed out that “The cold war 
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is only half over. Communism has been defeated, but freedom is not 
yet won.” 


Jimmy Carter’s Opening 

-es»e- 

After being shut out of the Reagan White House, Jimmy Carter en¬ 
countered a comparatively more receptive audience under his succes¬ 
sors, Bush and Clinton. “It’s a totally different attitude to the 
Presidency,” Carter observed. Reagan thought “everything that hap¬ 
pened was either my fault, or Ford’s fault, or Nixon’s fault or Con¬ 
gress’s fault or some foreigner’s.” Maintaining a rigorous schedule of 
election monitoring and international diplomacy in the post-Reagan 
era. Carter entered a new era of possibility for his ex-presidency on 
the world stage. 

During the first period of George H. W. Bush’s tenure. Carter was 
granted far greater leeway to pursue his “diplo-evangelist” 
conflict-resolution approach in tandem with the White House. Bush’s 
receptivity to Carter spoke to the new administration’s reliance on 
pragmatism over ideology and its growing recognition that Carter 
might actually be useful in advancing policy. Integral to the former 
president’s entree was Bush’s secretary of state, James Baker; even 
before his boss was sworn in. Baker approached Carter to help frame 
the new administration’s policy toward Nicaragua in the wake of the 
Iran-Contra debacle. The Bush team’s distancing from the insurgent 
Contras, and its bipartisan overtures toward democracy promotion in 
Central America, grew out of these discussions. Carter was a key ben¬ 
eficiary; not only did the Bush administration begin to rely on his ef¬ 
forts, it also viewed his Carter Center as a neutral site for constructive 
diplomatic engagement. 

What soon became arguably Carter’s greatest strength—electoral 
monitoring and observation—was still in its nascent stages and just 
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beginning to emerge as a discipline. The Carter Center’s significant 
strides not only helped legitimize newly created government-funded 
outfits such as the National Democratic Institute, but also helped an¬ 
swer a common complaint that organizations like NDI and its parent 
body, the National Endowment for Democracy, were pawns of the 
CIA. It was during two Central American elections, in Panama and 
Nicaragua, that electoral monitoring gained significant international 
exposure, paving the way for the practice’s enhanced credibility. 

During the May 1989 election in Panama, from which despot 
Manuel Noriega expected his handpicked successor to emerge victo¬ 
rious, Carter led an international delegation to watch over the coun¬ 
try’s polls and counting stations. Once Noriega realized that his chosen 
candidate would lose the election without his intervention, he dis¬ 
patched armed gangs to switch the voting tally sheets. Panama’s fa¬ 
vorite American son—the man who repatriated the Panama Canal to 
its people—Carter was on hand to observe the contest. In a press 
conference outside the vote count headquarters, he swiftly denounced 
Noriega’s attempts at obstruction as “totally fraudulent.” In a moment 
of high drama, the bilingual Carter jumped on a platform and hollered 
in two languages to the gathered crowd: ustedes honestos, o lad- 

rones? you honest people, or thieves.^” 

Carter’s “guerilla diplomacy,” as his former speechwriter Hendrik 
Hertzberg dubbed it, made the difference. George H. W. Bush for¬ 
mally authorized Carter to offer Noriega the right to seek exile in 
Spain in exchange for accepting the election’s true results. After years 
of support, “El Norte” was now turning on Noriega—but the dictator 
would not leave easily. It took twenty-seven thousand U.S. troops to 
sweep him from power that December. 

That same year. Carter traveled south once again, to monitor elec¬ 
tions in Nicaragua. The United States had never accepted the Sandini- 
stas’ previous electoral victory in 1984, and for the 1990 contest Carter 
wanted to ensure a universally accepted outcome. (Between the elec¬ 
tions, the Reagan administration had continued its concerted efforts to 
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undermine the FSLN by any means necessary.) Nicaraguan president 
Daniel Ortega refused visas to official U.S. observers because of Amer¬ 
ica’s long-standing funding of the Contras. But Carter’s delegation was 
welcomed by the Nicaraguan government, the opposition, and interna¬ 
tional organizations like the United Nations and the Organization of 
American States alike. It was left to Carter to invite a bipartisan group 
of U.S. congressional representatives to join his delegation, which then 
became the Bush administration’s default monitoring vehicle. 

Carter’s diplomatic skills were on full display once it was deter¬ 
mined that Ortega and the Sandinistas had lost. He met late into the 
night with the outgoing and incoming leaders to help smooth the 
transition and ensure that the FSLN abided by the vote’s outcome. 
He shared with Ortega his personally humbling experience of losing 
the 1980 election, explaining to the Sandinista veteran that the free¬ 
dom of his postpresidential years had allowed him to scale the heights 
of success. The nonviolent transfer of power was a key transitional 
moment for the long-suffering country; according to Robert Pastor, 
who directed the Carter Center’s Latin America program, Carter “put 
Nicaragua on the course of democracy, no matter how fragile.” Thanks 
to Carter’s widely acknowledged “scrupulous neutrality,” and despite 
America’s seven-year-long sponsorship of a counterrevolutionary 
force and subtle support for the Nicaraguan opposition—even during 
the election itself—the Sandinistas let the outcome stand. 

Between his monitoring expeditions to Panama and Nicaragua, 
the former president offered the help of the Carter Center to provide 
a supradiplomatic venue for mediation between the Ethiopian gov¬ 
ernment and Eritrean rebels in an effort to halt their long-standing 
civil war. Recognizing its own limitations, and desperate for regional 
stability in Africa’s horn, the Bush administration welcomed Carter’s 
efforts to “wage peace,” as he put it. One State Department official 
explained, “The United States government isn’t in any position to 
mediate the Eritrean conflict. So what Mr. Carter is trying to do . . . 
suits our interest just fine.” Carter himself had a simple functional 
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explanation for his work: “We don’t want to duplicate what others can 
do. But there’s a vacuum we are attempting to fill.” 

Soon thereafter came Iraq. After Saddam Hussein’s armed forces 
invaded Kuwait in August 1990 on the partial pretext that Kuwait was 
stealing its oil and driving down world prices, a UN-authorized reso¬ 
lution backed by the United States gave Iraq an ultimatum to with¬ 
draw or face military action. Carter responded by sending off letters 
to the permanent members of the Security Council and to President 
Bush, urging diplomatic alternatives to ensure Iraq’s withdrawal from 
Kuwait before considering military options. Carter also penned arti¬ 
cles outlining areas for negotiation between the UN and Iraq, caution¬ 
ing world leaders to weigh carefully their participation in a war that 
could have limited public support and potentially result in excessive 
casualties. Less than a week before the ultimatum expired. Carter 
wrote to the heads of Egypt, Saudi Arabia, and Syria, asking them to 
oppose military action and come to a peaceful resolution on their 
own. “I urge you to call publicly for a delay in the use of force while 
Arab leaders seek a peaceful solution to the crisis,” he pleaded. “You 
may have to forego approval from the White House, but you will find 
the French, Soviets, and others fully supportive. Also, most Ameri¬ 
cans will welcome such a move.” In the annals of postpresidential di¬ 
plomacy, Carter’s intervention was nothing short of astonishing. 

Carter’s unilateral diplomacy, especially his letter-writing cam¬ 
paign to international leaders, was met with furious criticism. Some 
claimed that his actions were tantamount to treason. Accusing Carter 
of advancing an unsanctioned foreign policy of his own, Brent Scow- 
croft, Bush’s national security advisor, said, “It seemed to me that if 
there was ever a violation of the Logan Act prohibiting diplomacy by 
private citizens, this was it.” As the Gulf War raged. Carter defended 
his support of peace negotiations with Iraq, asserting that “negotia¬ 
tion is not capitulation.” Challenged on his actions several years later. 
Carter suggested that he now had second thoughts. While the world 
community should have remained dedicated to a diplomatic solution. 
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he admitted that his own lobbying technique of quietly addressing 
letters to Security Council members was “not appropriate, perhaps.” 
“Such is the pretentious effrontery,” Murray Kempton cuttingly re¬ 
marked, “inescapable for anyone who sets himself up to persuade the 
voters that they were wrong not to reelect a saint.” The Washington 
Post's, Jim Hoagland was more to the point: “Carter did not simply 
write op-ed pieces or give speeches to sway public opinion and get 
the American electorate to demand changes in policy. He actively 
promoted an alternative policy.” 

Former officials in Carter’s administration defended the 
ex-president’s actions, insisting that his remarks to Security Council 
members were no different from those he made to President Bush. 
But their defense did little to counter the arrogant, even unseemly 
impression left by Carter’s actions. 


Carter During the Clinton Years 

—essee— 

Bill Clinton may have been the first Democratic president in the 
White House since Jimmy Carter, but the two southerners had their 
difficulties. Much to the Georgian’s dismay, the Clinton administra¬ 
tion did everything to rebuff his involvement in its foreign policy ac¬ 
tivities. There were real and symbolic concerns: a desire to disassociate 
from a Carter administration that was widely considered ineffective at 
best and disastrous at worst, and a reluctance to link up with an ex¬ 
president who was still perceived as headstrong and uncontrollable. 
(Clinton had also hired many former Carter staffers; in seeking to dis¬ 
tance the Carter administration from their new perch, they may also 
have been trying to confirm their status as Clinton loyalists.) 

Despite his best efforts to keep Carter at bay, Clinton’s first years 
in the White House were dogged by the former president’s repeated 
involvement in peacekeeping matters. But the two leaders, at least on 
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a personal level, found a degree of common ground. After Yasser Ara¬ 
fat and Yitzhak Rabin signed a peace declaration in September 1993, 
Carter’s relationship with Clinton took a turn for the better. Invited 
with George H. W. Bush to spend the night at the White House, 
Carter stayed up late debating policy and ideas with the president. 
(Bush turned in early.) Carter’s photo op with Clinton the following 
day (along with Ford and Bush) in support of Clinton’s North Ameri¬ 
can Free Trade Agreement probably only bolstered the political 
relationship—as did Carter’s slamming of Ross Perot as “a dema¬ 
gogue with unlimited financial resources who is extremely careless 
with the truth.” 

In that same week, even as Carter was swapping war stories with 
Clinton, he also helped the new president’s administration disengage 
from the disaster unfolding in Somalia. Clinton had inherited from 
Bush a plan known as Operation Restore Hope, a U.S.-led military 
effort under the auspices of the United Nations whose goal was to 
safeguard humanitarian aid planned for shipment to Somalia. (Much 
of the aid previously sent to the region was being diverted by warring 
Somali forces and often sold for munitions.) But what began as a hu¬ 
manitarian mission soon became militarized after UN peacekeeping 
forces were killed while inspecting a weapons storage site. In retalia¬ 
tion, the United States and the UN sent in soldiers to target General 
Mohammad Farah Aidid, the warlord assumed to bear responsibility 
for the killings. The bloodiest skirmish, the battle of Mogadishu, was 
a mismanaged U.S. effort to hunt down Aidid; eighteen U.S. soldiers 
and an untold number of Somalis were killed in the process. Tele¬ 
vised images of dead American soldiers being dragged through the 
Mogadishu streets sent shock waves, and the United States removed 
its troops shortly thereafter. 

Carter was prudent about the role he agreed to play in the con¬ 
flict. Despite being asked by Aidid to mediate the conflict directly, he 
limited his engagement to promoting an Aidid-proposed UN investi¬ 
gative panel that would assess wrongdoing—in particular, charges that 
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Aidid was responsible for the murder of UN soldiers. Carter also com¬ 
mitted to seeking a safe haven for Aidid outside Somalia while he 
awaited the commission’s findings. Arguing that the UN’s priority 
should be humanitarian efforts to assist the Somali people, Carter 
said, “I think the sustained effort to kill or capture Aidid, which is 
resulting in the deaths of many Somali civilians, should be termi¬ 
nated.” (It was later reported that U.S. forces in Mogadishu seeking to 
arrest Aidid were unaware of Carter’s simultaneous overtures to the 
warlord.) Chastened perhaps by concerns that he was embracing an¬ 
other despot. Carter made it clear that he wouldn’t vouch for Aidid’s 
sincerity in offering to work with the UN; “I don’t know him. I’ve 
never met him. I don’t know if he’s lying or just trying to create good 
public relations or stop the violence.” 

Carter played a more instrumental role defusing crisis situations 
in North Korea and Haiti. While Carter’s involvement in Haiti was 
formally sanctioned by Clinton’s strategy to reinstate the deposed 
Jean-Bertrand Aristide, his vanguard diplomatic efforts in North 
Korea forced the hand of the Clinton administration. In the spring of 
1994, Bill Clinton was working with the United Nations to pressure 
North Korea into full compliance with the Nuclear Nonproliferation 
Act. North Korea’s decision to expel inspectors examining its nuclear 
sites and withdraw from the International Atomic Energy Agency sig¬ 
nified the country’s readiness to confront the international commu¬ 
nity head-on. While Clinton discussed with world leaders possible 
sanctions against North Korea and contemplated preemptively strik¬ 
ing against the reactors in Yongbyon, Jimmy and Rosalynn Carter 
were visiting North Korea as private citizens—not to serve as formal 
administration representatives, but to discuss, with Clinton’s approval, 
“some of the important issues of the day with leaders in the area.” Al¬ 
though his Pyongyang visit with North Korean president Kim Il-Sung 
was first believed to have breathed new life into U.S.-North Korean 
diplomacy, critics soon feared that Kim was doing little more than re¬ 
packaging old proposals. Following their talks. Carter advocated that 
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the UN terminate its sanctions, contending that North Korea would 
find acceptable ways to comply with U.S. and UN demands and sat¬ 
isfy international weapons inspectors. 

As a self-appointed mediator, Carter’s North Korean expedition 
put the Clinton administration in a bind. Without Clinton’s own diplo¬ 
matic corps participating in the negotiations, any decision to follow 
the former president’s recommendations too closely made top govern¬ 
ment officials uneasy. (One disgruntled Clinton cabinet member even 
referred to Carter as a “treasonous prick.”) Carter was also speared for 
his freelancing, and for his allegedly naive assessment of the com¬ 
plexities of the situation. He was even accused of misleading the 
North Koreans by telling them, erroneously, that the UN had ended 
its sanctions. Again Murray Kempton: “Jimmy Carter, private citizen, 
took wing to Pyongyang, alighted to Kim Il-Sung’s courtesies, and 
emerged to describe him as ‘charming,’ Carter’s favored adjective for 
statesmen otherwise ill-famed. He was persuaded that Kim would be 
reasonable and agreeable and the President welcomed the assurance, 
since agreeability is his pole star. North Korea was thereafter con¬ 
signed to the cemetery of forgotten menaces.” 

But when it appeared just weeks later that North Korea was ready 
to meet U.S. preconditions for talks and to suspend its nuclear pro¬ 
gram temporarily, Clinton saluted Carter’s triumph. “It is the begin¬ 
ning of a new stage in our efforts to pursue a non-nuclear Korean 
peninsula,” Clinton said. Months later, the North Koreans signed a 
framework agreement freezing all reactor activity at Yongbyon. Clin¬ 
ton’s second-term head of policy planning, Morton Halperin, called 
the neutralization of North Korea’s nuclear program in exchange for a 
resumed policy dialogue with the United States Carter’s “most im¬ 
portant achievement.” After all, Halperin said, “we were on the verge 
of going to war.” It would take the administration of George W. Bush 
to make things come undone. 

As a direct envoy to Haiti on behalf of the Clinton government that 
same year. Carter met with less skepticism from the administration. 
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The United States was seeking to reinstate the exiled president, 
Jean-Bertrand Aristide, following his ousting by General Raoul Cedras 
in a 1991 military coup. Despite Aristide’s occasional authoritarian ten¬ 
dencies, he remained a popular leader, and the coup was not supported 
by the Haitian people. In President Clinton’s last-ditch effort at negotia¬ 
tion before unleashing the U.S. military to remove the Cedras regime, 
he dispatched Carter, along with Colin Powell and Senator Sam Nunn, 
to cajole Cedras into stepping down and allowing Aristide to return. 

In Haiti, however. Carter’s negotiations were received more prob¬ 
lematically. With anti-Carter graffiti filling the walls of Port-au-Prince, 
the former president assumed a “classic negotiating stance,” in which 
both sides inhabit a level playing field, according to Paul Farmer of 
the nonprofit public health organization Partners in Health. In reality, 
however, the standoff was “never [a matter of] two equal and unop¬ 
posed sides as Carter assumed.” After meeting with the Cedras fam¬ 
ily, Carter persuaded the general to relinquish control, though his 
evenhanded treatment appalled human rights activists and right-wing 
critics alike. Carter’s diplomacy did resolve the stalemate: Aristide 
was returned to power, an invasion was averted, and the restoration 
was made complete. Who knows whether his unexpected praise of 
Mrs. Cedras—he called her “slim and attractive” and said she was 
key to Cedras’s decision to stand down—contributed to the outcome. 
Whatever the case. Carter called the mission “the most important and 
urgent visit I have ever made.” 

With his triumphs in Pyongyang and Port-au-Prince, 1994 was 
shaping up to be the former president’s annus mirabilis. At year’s end, 
however. Carter risked sullying his record by privately negotiating 
with Bosnian Serb leaders in the former Yugoslavia. Hoping to mediate 
an end to the thirty-two-month war. Carter traveled to Bosnia at the 
invitation of Bosnian Serb leader Radovan Karadzic. He pledged not to 
take sides in the conflict between the Muslim-led Bosnian govern¬ 
ment and the Serb insurgents, an approach that veered sharply from 
the Clinton administration’s backing of the Bosnian government and 
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its labeling of the Serbs as the chief war crimes perpetrators. Carter 
accepted Karadzic’s offer for talks, with the precondition that the Serbs 
would allow the movement of UN aid convoys and troops, whose free¬ 
dom had been restricted for several weeks. Carter never asked for 
Clinton’s endorsement of his trip, though he kept him abreast of his 
dealings. For his part, Clinton publicly stated that while he was skepti¬ 
cal that Karadzic would fulfill Carter’s preconditions for their meeting, 
he would not prevent the former president from visiting the region. 

Carter’s venture into Bosnia’s murky diplomatic waters raised many 
of the same questions as his North Korean trip: Was the former presi¬ 
dent being used to push the U.S. government into a more accommodat¬ 
ing relationship with insurgent forces.? <(rime even used the notorious 
term appeasement, most often associated with Neville Chamberlain’s 
Munich pact with Flitler, in describing Carter’s mission.) Did the Bos¬ 
nian Serb leaders invite Carter in order to confer legitimacy on their 
proposal to end the violence—a proposal that offered fewer conces¬ 
sions than the United States was seeking.? While some in the Clinton 
administration were optimistic that Carter could negotiate a short-term 
cease-fire between the warring factions, most were uneasy about his 
involvement—a sentiment shared by many others who were working 
their own channels to resolve the conflict, including the UN leader¬ 
ship, France’s foreign minister, and England’s foreign secretary. And 
following his rendezvous with Kim II Sung, Carter’s diplomatic ex¬ 
changes with the architects of “ethnic cleansing” gave further fuel to 
his critics, who blanched at negotiating with war criminals. 

Carter claimed success in securing a four-month cease-fire from 
the Bosnian government and Bosnian Serb leaders, expecting them to 
use the cooling-off period to hammer out the details of a comprehen¬ 
sive peace plan. And while objecting to Carter’s position that equal 
pressure had to be applied to both parties, the Clinton administration 
warmly accepted the pause in fighting. A human rights champion but 
no human rights absolutist. Carter defends his methods with an al¬ 
most biblical injunction: If the goal is to end people’s suffering, find- 
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ing a resolution to a conflict should not be held back by judgments 
about which party is guiltier of wrongdoing. Carter bemoans the no¬ 
tion that “We select a favorite side in a dispute and [the other] side 
becomes satanic. This all-white or all-black orientation is usually not 
true. In most cases, both parties are guilty of atrocities.” 

Carter continued his postpresidential diplomacy throughout Clin¬ 
ton’s second term, though with less direct White House involvement. 
With the next administration Carter was sidelined further from exec¬ 
utive power, as George W. Bush avoided any diplomatic collaboration 
with the former president. But Carter’s high-profile 2002 mission to 
Cuba Anally forced the Bush White House to take a stand. 

In May of that year. Carter became the first president (current or 
former) to visit Cuba since its 1959 revolution. Fidel Castro had in¬ 
vited him when they had met at Pierre Trudeau’s funeral in the fall of 
2001. The invitation came at a time when Castro was trying to build 
support for the lifting of American trade sanctions against his country. 
Given Carter’s quiet efforts during his presidency to ease relations 
between the United States and Cuba, he was a natural invitee. 

Bush’s State Department gave Carter the go-ahead, despite con¬ 
cerns that his visit could bolster the efforts of U.S. legislators who 
were urging an end to the sanctions. But the State Department’s offi¬ 
cial assurances were soon contradicted by a none-too-subtle attempt 
to subvert Carter. Days before the former president’s departure, John 
Bolton, then under secretary of state for arms control, alleged that 
Cuba had advanced “at least a limited offensive biological warfare re¬ 
search and development effort” and “provided dual-use biotechnol¬ 
ogy to other rogue states.” Speaking days later to a Cuban audience 
that included Castro himself. Carter expressed surprise at Bolton’s 
eleventh-hour assertions and explained that he had already vetted the 
concern with U.S. intelligence and learned that “there were abso¬ 
lutely no such allegations made . . .” “I asked them myself on more 
than one occasion,” Carter went on, “if there was any evidence that 
Cuba has been involved in sharing any information with any country 
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on earth that could be used for terrorist purposes. And the answer 
from our experts on intelligence was no.” 

Carter openly speculated about whether Bolton’s curiously timed 
comments were made to undermine his visit—a suspicion that could 
only have been supported by an address George W. Bush gave in 
Miami a short time later, which called for a tightening of U.S. sanc¬ 
tions against Cuba. Bush’s speech neatly coincided with Carter’s own 
nationally televised Spanish-language address calling for the United 
States to lift its travel restrictions and economic embargo against 
Cuba. Though Carter also used his Cuban airtime to slam Castro’s 
regime for its lack of openness and its constraints on free speech, the 
Bush administration was determined to ensure that its Cuba policy, 
not Carter’s, led the evening news. 


Carter’s Middle East 

—esee— 

Ground zero for Carter’s diplomatic efforts over the course of his pub¬ 
lic life is the land long dearest to his born-again roots: the Middle 
East. Since his presidency’s most memorable success story, the sign¬ 
ing of the 1978 Camp David Accords, Carter has made myriad trips to 
the region, monitored several elections, and authored books examin¬ 
ing the area’s thorny history. 

Throughout Carter’s Middle East travails, the wrenching issue of 
Israeli-Palestinian relations has naturally been a central concern. 
While he has both acquired and lost admirers because of his unflag¬ 
ging dedication to the question, it wasn’t until the late 2006 publica¬ 
tion of his book Palestine: Peace Not Apartheid that many drew clear 
lines in the sand. Excoriating the Palestinian leadership for its ongo¬ 
ing corruption and general incompetence. Carter used much of the 
book to condemn the divisive practices of the Israeli government. Its 
policies in the occupied territories. Carter argued, constituted “a sys- 
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tern of apartheid, with two peoples occupying the same land, but 
completely separated from each other, with Israelis totally dominant 
and suppressing violence by depriving Palestinians of their basic hu¬ 
man rights.” 

Well aware that the “A-word” in his title would likely inspire a 
firestorm of protest. Carter neither shrank from the controversy nor as¬ 
signed blame to his publisher when it did. “I chose that title knowing 
it would be provocative,” he confirmed. And, indeed, the title and its 
contents incited immediate reaction. At the book’s publication, four¬ 
teen members of the Carter Center’s board of councilors, an advisory 
body of more than a hundred persons, resigned en masse, infuriated at 
what they characterized as Carter’s one-sided accusations. Melvin 
Konner, an Emory anthropologist who helped lead the procession, set 
the tone in a letter to the Carter Center’s executive director, John 
Hardman. “[Carter] seems to me no longer capable of dialogue,” Kon¬ 
ner wrote. He has become “an apologist for terrorists and places my 
children, along with all Jews everywhere, in greater danger.” 

“Terrorist apologist” was but one of many epithets hurled at the 
former president, whose book had touched one of the third rails of 
American political discourse. Emory’s Deborah Lipstadt claimed that 
Carter’s prose gave “refuge to scoundrels”; Harvard’s Alan Dershowitz 
alleged it was “obvious that Mr. Carter just doesn’t like Israel or Israe¬ 
lis.” And seeking an explanation for Carter’s commentary, Melvin 
Konner suggested that the former president must have “a screw loose 
somewhere.” Eor a medical anthropologist like Konner, this was no 
idle statement. Konner went so far as to ask two of his former students, 
Stuart Seidman and Misha Pless, the latter a neuroophthalmologist at 
Harvard Medical School, to conduct an informal study of Carter by 
watching him on television to discern whether he was displaying any 
signs of senility. The nonscientific studies were inconclusive. 

Others offered less agitated readings of Carter’s exposition. Politi¬ 
cal scientist and former diplomat William Quandt observed that “from 
the storm generated by . . . Carter’s book . . . one might have thought 
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that the former president had developed some radical new views that 
had rarely been heard before. That is not the case.” And writing in 
The American Conservative, Philip Weiss dangled a provocative thesis 
about the incendiary reaction: “For the first time since the State of 
Israel was created in 1948,” Weiss argued, “a prominent American 
politician has publicly taken up the cause of the Arabs.” 

Carter himself readily admits that he made at least one grave error 
in the book by asserting that the Palestinians must cease suicide 
bombing after statehood, rather than at once. It was a dreadful misstep 
and the ex-president paid the price. (Carter apologized vehemently 
and pledged to retract the statement from all future editions.) This 
did little to satisfy critics such as New Republic owner Martin Peretz, 
who eagerly tarred Carter with the bitter brush of anti-Semitism, or 
neoconservative commentator Joshua Muravchik, who called Carter’s 
comments “wildly inappropriate” and worse. 

Carter was openly distressed at the reaction. “This is the first 
time,” he lamented, “that I’ve ever been called a liar and a bigot and 
an anti-Semite and a coward and a plagiarist.” Carter had doubtless 
been maligned with some of those labels before, but probably never 
in extenso. Despite the fraught nature of the debate. Carter’s re¬ 
marks on television and in public were nothing if not judicious. Still, 
in withstanding the ambush, he rushed to establish his pro-Israel 
bona fides: “I was taught by my father every Sunday about the spe¬ 
cial status of the Jewish people,” he said, reminding listeners that he 
had “visited Yad Vashem [the Holocaust memorial] three times.” 
Carter—a man journalist Richard Cohen once said had “bulletproof 
self-confidence”—was not unaffected by the fallout. 

While detractors like Deborah Lipstadt feel that the Palestine de¬ 
bacle obliterated his capacity to act as an honest broker for Middle 
East peace. Carter’s professional work in the region has not dimin¬ 
ished in the wake of the controversy, and contributions to the Carter 
Center have actually increased since the book’s release. (The book 
itself was a smash hit, selling three hundred thousand copies within 
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several months.) The spring of 2008 found the former president in 
Syria, meeting with the exiled leader of the Islamist organization and 
party Hamas. In response to critics who pounced on him for meeting 
with the militant group. Carter reiterated his traditional position that 
peace requires the widest roundtable. “The problem is not that I met 
with Hamas in Syria,” he said. “The problem is that Israel and the 
United States refuse to meet with someone who must be involved.” 

Israel’s foreign policy was hardly the only object of Carter’s deri¬ 
sion. His attacks on George W. Bush’s overseas interventions have 
also been notable for their severity. In a 2007 interview Carter summed 
up Bush’s years in office: “I think as far as the adverse impact on the 
nation around the world, this administration has been the worst in his¬ 
tory.” Curiously, Carter has not dismissed out of hand the possibility 
of a constructive Bush postpresidency. When asked by The Guardian 
to predict what Bush’s standing as an ex-president might be interna¬ 
tionally, Carter hypothesized, “I think it’ll be hard among human 
rights activists to forget that we have declared that the Geneva Con¬ 
ventions on treatment of prisoners was inapplicable, or that we have 
done things that are universally construed as torture and publicly en¬ 
dorsed them. Or that we have seen the embarrassments of our mis¬ 
treatment of prisoners in Abu Ghraib and Guantanamo. That’ll be 
difficult to overcome. But if [Bush] decides after leaving the White 
House ... to adopt human rights promotion and the enhancement of 
democracy around the world, I think that would be a very good op¬ 
portunity for him to contribute.” 



ON THE ROAD AGAIN 

Ex-Presidents on the Hustings 


'I'hey can use my name in any way they may think proper. 

Andrew Jackson 

I would greatly welcome total eclipse from dealing with the 
contemporary world. But so long as my voice will be heard I shall do 
the best with it that I can. 

Herbert Hoover 

In 1984, I was very unpopular with the Democratic Party. I had 
committed the unforgivable sin of losing. In 1988 there was a little 
more warmth. And this year [1992], I’ve been more or less 
reconstituted as a positive figure . . . 

Jimmy Carter 


T hrough the years, eormer presidents have oeten engaged 
in political races on behalf of candidates they considered worthy 
of their support. Whether as quiet counselors, stumping partisans, 
revenue generators, or convention keynoters, America’s retired lead- 
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ers have long exploited their status to boost favored candidates during 
presidential campaigns. 

In postrevolutionary America, overt electoral politicking was con¬ 
sidered undignified. The Founders’ stated antipathy to party politics, 
even if illusory in practice, forced ex-presidents to campaign circum¬ 
spectly. By the second quarter of the nineteenth century, however, 
Andrew Jackson—sometimes dubbed “the people’s tribune” for his 
defense of the common man—helped widen the space for popular 
participation, and campaigns evolved as an effective instrument for ap¬ 
pealing to voters directly. This decisive change in the political land¬ 
scape opened a legitimate opportunity for past presidents to canvass 
for their preferred candidate. 

After the Civil War, the American presidential campaign had be¬ 
come a political spectacle—a theatrical staging for a presidential run. 
In this environment, former presidents naturally emerged as headlin¬ 
ers for the parades and mass rallies that marked early efforts to get out 
the vote. At the parties’ national conventions, ex-presidents were cel¬ 
ebrated figures, titular party heads who added gravitas to the pro¬ 
ceedings. With the rise of electronic communication in the twentieth 
century, these former heads-of-state extended their reach further, 
their images piped into the living rooms of the electorate to drum up 
support. For some ex-presidents, going on the campaign trail during 
election season became a full-time job, and for good reason: their de¬ 
sire to protect their party’s core mission was motivation enough to 
send them out campaigning for others. 


Behind the Scenes 

-essee- 

George Washington, Thomas Jefferson, and especially James Madi¬ 
son all struggled to divert their brethren from the divisive world of 
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party politics. Reared on republican ideas of virtue these Founders 
believed that political polarization could be the undoing of the fragile 
new nation, and that the maelstrom of politics must be kept at a 
healthy distance if America were to preserve its stability. The dangers 
of factionalism were stressed in the Federalist Papers, and even the 
concept of political parties fails to appear in the Constitution—proof 
positive of the Founders’ common faith in unified government. 

George Washington never abandoned his tightly held belief that 
political parties were menacing creations. Yet it wasn’t long after his 
presidency that the grim reality of party politics materialized on the 
American scene. By urging John Marshall to consider a run for Con¬ 
gress, and conveying “infinite pleasure” upon hearing of his victory, 
Washington undercut his own solemn pledge not to interfere in 
political contests. The first ex-president also felt little compunction 
about cajoling the retired Patrick Flenry to reenter local Virginia 
politics. Though Flenry himself protested that he was “too old and 
infirm ever again to undertake public concerns,” Washington’s en¬ 
treaties proved impossible to rebuff, and Flenry accepted his “ear¬ 
nest wish.” 

In his brief postpresidency, Washington not only singled out fa¬ 
vorites, he also began to align himself with a genuine political 
faction—the ascendant Federalist wing, led by his former treasury 
secretary, Alexander Flamilton. Apprehensive of creeping Jefferso¬ 
nian control in his native Virginia and with mounting recognition of 
parties as the vehicle for achieving political power, Washington was 
quickly drawn into a Faustian bargain. 


John Adams: The View erom Quincy 

-es»e- 

Washington died in 1799, and it wasn’t until 1804 that a former 
president—his successor, John Adams—would live through a presiden- 
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tial election. By that year, two factions, the Democratic-Republicans 
and the Federalists, had squared off as the dueling components of 
America’s first party system—replete with all its worrisome manifes¬ 
tations. After losing to Jefferson in 1800—in an election he believed 
to have been stolen—Adams left office enraged. “I shudder at the ca¬ 
lamities which I fear [Jefferson’s] conduct is preparing for his country,” 
he wrote, accusing his successor of “a mean thirst for popularity, an inor¬ 
dinate ambition and a want of sincerity.” Though he made those com¬ 
ments in a private letter, Adams thought his scorching words might 
nevertheless prove useful in undermining Jefferson. (For his part, 
during the 1804 election season, Jefferson maligned the opposition 
Federalist Party as a “prigarchy,” or aristocracy of prigs—a none too 
subtle dig at Adams himself) The poison-pen letter surfaced two de¬ 
cades later, but by then Jefferson and Adams had long established one 
of history’s greatest letter-writing exchanges, and the mean-spirited 
barbs failed to damage it. 

From his quiet perch in Quincy, Massachusetts, Adams observed 
the slow dissolution of his Federalist Party and the two-decade-long 
dominance of Democratic-Republican presidential leadership under 
the Virginia dynasty of Jefferson, Madison, and Monroe. During those 
years, Adams’s interest in electoral politics was piqued mostly by the 
rapid rise of his son John Quincy Adams through the diplomatic corps. 
In particular, the elder Adams watched James Monroe’s triumphant 
1816 and 1820 elections keenly. In the summer of 1816, newspapers 
were suggesting that a future president Monroe might name Adams’s 
son as secretary of state (an appointment that came to pass the next 
year, after Monroe took office). Stationed in London as minister to 
the Court of Saint James’s, John Quincy Adams had lived outside 
America since leaving for Russia in 1809. Flpon learning that his son 
had returned to the United States in August 1817 to take up his new 
post, John Adams exulted, “Yesterday was one of the most uniformly 
happy days of my whole long life.” 

John Quincy Adams’s appointment signaled the last phase of a 
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transformation in the long and strained relationship between John 
Adams and James Monroe. The two had fought bitterly over Monroe’s 
affinity with France, his friendship with Tom Paine (whom Adams 
detested), and his attacks on the pro-British Jay Treaty during Adams’s 
administration. Monroe even once briefly contemplated challenging 
Adams to a duel. But relations between the two men had begun to 
warm during John Quincy Adams’s appointment as minister to Rus¬ 
sia, which came when Monroe was secretary of state, and Adams be¬ 
gan to court Monroe with an eye toward the care and advancement of 
his son. At the same time, Adams developed a slow but steady tilt to¬ 
ward Republicanism—a shift that was confirmed when the former 
president became a Massachusetts elector for Monroe during his 1820 
bid for a second term. When Monroe left office—succeeded by John 
Quincy—Adams pere wrote to the departing president, “I cannot 
pass this opportunity of Congratulating you on the singular felicity of 
your Administration, which as far as I know has been without fault.” 
Family ties had helped transform the once staunch Federalist’s field 
of vision. 

If there was one presidential contest in which John Adams took 
more interest than any other during his postpresidency, it was almost 
certainly the 1824 race featuring his son. Not unlike Adams’s own 
1800 election, the 1824 contest was marked by backroom machina¬ 
tions—a “corrupt bargain,” according to Andrew Jackson’s partisans, 
that was decided in the Flouse of Representatives—which put John 
Quincy Adams over the top despite the fact that Jackson received 
more popular and electoral votes. Old age prevented the former 
president from doing more than watching the events unfold, but 
when it was all over his emotions ran high: “The multitude of my 
thoughts, and the intensity of my feelings, are too much for a mind 
like mine, in its ninetieth year,” he said; they inspire “ineffable feel¬ 
ings in the breast of a father.” Fie died sixteen months into his son’s 
presidency. 
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Jefferson, Madison, and Monroe 
—esee— 

Adams’s great epistolary partner, Thomas Jefferson, never took to 
Adams’s son, and withheld his support in the 1824 contest. Writing to 
his old comrade the Marquis de Lafayette, Jefferson predicted that 
Monroe’s successor would “be ultimately reduced to the northern¬ 
most and southernmost candidate.” In that race, which pitted John 
Quincy Adams, Andrew Jackson, Henry Clay, and William H. Craw¬ 
ford against one another, Jefferson swung his support behind the 
“southernmost,” Crawford, a Georgian and former Virginian. For Jef¬ 
ferson, Crawford (Monroe’s treasury secretary) represented the true 
heir to his “1800 revolution” and shared the former president’s in¬ 
creasingly strident states’ rights perspective. It would be the only 
time Jefferson backed a loser in a presidential election. 

James Madison pledged early on to take a disinterested stance 
with regard to candidate endorsements. With his unassuming person¬ 
ality, Madison preferred to declare his positions only on issues of fun¬ 
damental principle, such as slavery or nullification, rather than 
becoming mired in political races. Nonetheless, his friends tried to 
push their luck. During the 1828 race that brought Andrew Jackson to 
power (after Jackson had spent the previous four years trumpeting the 
injustice of his 1824 loss to John Quincy Adams), Madison’s compatri¬ 
ots entreated him to speak out against the crude demagoguery of the 
Tennessean and his followers. Madison’s revered Constitution itself 
was at risk in the contest, they argued. The former president politely 
declined, preserving his commitment “to keep aloof from the politi¬ 
cal agitations of the period.” 

Hoping like Madison to stay above the fray, through no fault of his 
own James Monroe was nearly drawn into the heated contest of 1828, 
the only national election he would witness after leaving the White 
House. During the election season, Adams’s naval secretary remarked 
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repeatedly that Monroe, the secretary of war during the War of 1812, 
deserved credit for the conflict’s crowning victory at New Orleans— 
rather than Andrew Jackson, the wartime general. Jackson, who heard 
the remarks thirdhand, came to believe they traced back to Monroe 
himself After the notorious 1824 election that denied him the presi¬ 
dency, Jackson was anxious to challenge any perceived falsehoods. 
Monroe, however, had no interest in the matter. Similar to Madison, he 
believed strongly that former presidents should remain outside the po¬ 
litical realm unless called upon to address national emergencies. But 
there were also practical reasons for his abstention: Monroe was preoc¬ 
cupied with securing congressional approval of the long-standing fi¬ 
nancial claims he had accumulated during his time as minister to 
France. So he clung to a line of strict neutrality—convinced that politi¬ 
cal involvement would only complicate his chances of getting repaid. 


The Transformations of the Jacksonian Period 

—esee— 

Andrew Jackson’s election in 1828 was transformative. It upended the 
first party system and unleashed the new Jacksonian era, which saw 
the growing incorporation of working men into political life. As the 
right to vote was extended to all white adult males (still leaving be¬ 
hind most African Americans and all women), the landscape for Amer¬ 
ican political participation was dramatically reshaped. The huge 
turnout that year also marked the result of the first full-fledged U.S. 
presidential campaign, with organized, legitimate partisanship and 
professional politicians stumping for votes. Soon a new party system 
would emerge, dominated by two key political organizations: the 
Democrats and the Whigs. In sharp contrast with the Founders’ anti¬ 
pathy to party politics, Jackson’s lieutenant and second-term vice 
president, Martin Van Buren, hailed the new period of partisanship as 
a positive example of democracy’s consolidation. 
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John Quincy Adams, who was defeated by Jackson in his bid for 
reelection in 1828, represented the last gasp of the Founding Father 
generation. Fie considered the Jacksonians’ new means to mobilize 
voters—town meetings, popular songs, pamphlets, broadsides, 
parades—to be dangerous departures from the familiar parameters of 
political engagement. It goes without saying that Adams found An¬ 
drew Jackson’s 1832 reelection objectionable. Bearing little goodwill 
toward “Old Flickory,” whom he viewed as a crude and vulgar 
rabble-rouser, Adams felt the Jacksonian movement was nothing short 
of politics debased. When Flarvard conferred an honorary degree on 
Jackson the following year, a petulant Adams boycotted the ceremony. 
“My darling Flarvard disgraced herself by conferring a Doctor’s de¬ 
gree upon a barbarian and savage who could scarcely spell his own 
name,” he fumed. 

In the election year of 1836, Adams, now a congressman, began a 
momentous struggle to fight the institution of slavery, using the right 
of petition as his legislative cudgel. Adams was infuriated that Martin 
Van Buren, the leading Democratic presidential candidate and Jack¬ 
son’s anointed successor, refused to attack slavery for fear of damag¬ 
ing his precarious alliance of southern and northern Democrats. 
Adams was hardly more excited about the Whig candidate, William 
Flenry Flarrison, who struck him as one of “the golden calves of the 
people . . . their dull sayings . . . repeated for wit, and their grave 
inanity . . . passed off for wisdom.” 

Four years later, the 1840 race was a low point to Adams, a vivid 
illustration of everything the former president found wanting in Amer¬ 
ican political discourse. Chiefly remembered by the campaign slogan 
and song “Tippecanoe and Tyler Too,” referring to the winning ticket 
of William Flenry Flarrison and John Tyler, it was a campaign of cheap 
oratory and raw symbolism (hard cider, log cabins, coonskin caps) in 
which empty bromides replaced the passionate rhetoric of the 
Founding Fathers generation. Adams scorned the “immense assem¬ 
blages of people ... of twenty, thirty, fifty thousand souls where the 
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first orators of the nation address the multitude, not one in ten of 
whom can hear them,” convinced that large campaign rallies only bred 
violence. As for the new party conventions, which replaced the caucus 
system, Adams found them “unwieldy mass[es] of political machinery 
to accomplish nothing.” Where the Jacksonians saw democracy on the 
march, John Quincy Adams saw only a mob-rule threat to traditional 
institutions. 

Although Adams was probably thrilled to see Van Buren’s 1840 
reelection bid thwarted—^Van Buren had helped Jackson defeat Adams 
in 1828—he had no great love for William Henry Harrison. Harrison 
may have served Adams as minister to Colombia, but the former gen¬ 
eral struck Adams as a “shallow mind, a political adventurer . . . 
self-sufficient, vain, and indiscreet.” It came as no surprise when 
Adams turned down the invitation to his inauguration. 

Whereas John Quincy Adams embraced few political candidates 
during his long postpresidency, Andrew Jackson lent support to a 
number of favorite sons from his plantation outside Nashville, Ten¬ 
nessee. From behind the scenes, Jackson played eminence grise dur¬ 
ing the 1840 and 1844 campaigns, offering advice and consultation as 
the day’s monumental political question, the annexation of Texas, 
hung in the balance. 

In 1840 Andrew Jackson worked hard to reelect Van Buren, his 
former protege. Only one prominent stumbling block stood in the 
way: Jackson wanted Van Buren to abandon his dismal vice president, 
Richard Mentor Johnson, whose relationship with a former slave 
caused disquiet in the Democratic ranks. Eventually, Jackson won 
out: the Democratic National Convention refused to renominate 
Johnson, and Van Buren ended up running alone. Despite being in 
poor health during the fall campaign, Jackson undertook a speaking 
tour for Van Buren—a first for a former president on behalf of a presi¬ 
dential candidate. Distressed to witness the elite William Henry Har¬ 
rison being spun as a common man while Van Buren was lampooned 
as an out-of-touch easterner, Jackson drew a stark contrast between 
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them: “The election of Mr. Van Buren is essential to the preservation 
of our republican principles,” he intoned. If Harrison were to tri¬ 
umph, “every feature of our democratic system would be trampled 
under foot.” Jackson’s pleas weren’t enough to change the outcome. 
The Whigs chanted “Van, Van, the used-up man,” and Harrison won 
handily. 

Andrew Jackson had hoped that Van Buren would select his fel¬ 
low Tennessean James Polk for vice president in 1840. In the next 
election, Jackson made a radical decision: he dropped Van Buren out¬ 
right and swung his full support behind Polk for president. It was all 
because of Texas. Led by General Sam Houston, Texas had declared 
its independence from Mexico in 1836, styling itself the Republic of 
Texas and adopting a constitution legalizing slavery. But within a few 
years its citizens recognized the challenges of trying to survive as an 
independent republic, and a majority started campaigning to join the 
United States. With sectionalism and the battle over slavery’s exten¬ 
sion already a lightning-rod issue, the future status of Texas galvanized 
American political debate in the early to mid-1840s. 

Once again seeking his party’s nomination, Martin Van Buren 
shared one critical position with his Whig rival Henry Clay: they both 
opposed statehood for Texas. Outraging expansionists and southern 
Democrats alike, and deeply agitating his former patron Jackson, Van 
Buren lost the nomination over the issue. James Polk was Jackson’s 
preferred Democrat (Herman Melville’s brother dubbed him “Young 
Hickory”), and with Old Hickory’s backing he became the first “dark- 
horse” candidate, going on to defeat Clay in the fall. (According to 
one historian, Andrew Jackson’s withdrawal of support for Van Buren 
was probably far more decisive than his actual support of Polk.) Curi¬ 
ously, Polk was less concerned with expanding the bounds for slavery; 
his priority was ensuring that there would be land available for inde¬ 
pendent, nonwage farming. His indifference on the question of an¬ 
nexation helped sew up even Van Buren’s endorsement. To friends 
who had threatened to boycott the election, the ex-president sent 
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letters reassuring them of Polk’s character, and “Young Hickory” car¬ 
ried the day. 


Civil War Elections 

-es»e- 

In the years before the carnage of the Civil War, Martin Van Buren 
and Millard Fillmore both attempted quixotic third-party runs; Van 
Buren on the Free Soil line in 1848 and Fillmore with the quasi-nativist 
Know-Nothings in 1856. Only Fillmore took any states, Maryland 
going the way of the Know-Nothings the year James Buchanan took 
the presidency. By 1860, the nomination of Republican attorney and 
former one-term congressman Abraham Lincoln moved the nation 
one step closer to what would become the deadliest conflict in Amer¬ 
ican history. In the shadow of war, the campaign positions of the for¬ 
mer presidents would assume a decidedly politicized cast. 

In 1860, four years after the Democratic Party convincingly re¬ 
jected his quest for a second term, Franklin Pierce was pressed by 
various figures—not least his former secretary of war, Jefferson 
Davis—to consider another run for the presidency. Pierce had mod¬ 
estly reentered politics in the late 1850s, lending support to the pro- 
Union movement, a group of largely northern Democrats including 
his former attorney general, Caleb Cushing, and secretary of state, 
Edward Everett. Keen to promote harmony. Pierce was prepared to 
address the dangers of sectionalism, but he had not “a single lingering 
desire” to be a candidate himself Pierce’s own preferred candidate 
was Jefferson Davis, who he thought could unite the northern and 
southern wings of the Democratic Party. This fanciful suggestion 
deepened the ex-president’s unpopularity and dogged him negatively 
for the rest of his life. 

The Democratic nomination eventually went to Stephen A. 
Douglas (whom Davis, in a letter to Pierce, called a “grog-drinking. 
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electioneering Demagogue”). Douglas’s selection prompted many 
southerners to bolt their party and establish a splinter Democratic 
ticket with John Breckenridge at its helm. Breckenridge, James Buchan¬ 
an’s vice president and later a leading Confederate Army general, was 
the candidate of choice for ex-president John Tyler, who believed that 
the Union’s preservation was inextricably hinged to territorial expan¬ 
sion and that Breckenridge would ensure its development. Out of 
power since 1845 and soon to be elected to the Confederate Congress, 
Tyler promised to do battle with abolitionists who stood in the way of 
Breckenridge’s notion of progress, unambiguously promising “live or 
die, survive or perish.” Tyler was even briefly under the delusion that 
he could be a Democratic Party compromise candidate—that his 
broad popularity in Virginia might translate nationally and help break 
a deadlocked convention. “The whole South would rally with a shout,” 
Tyler thought dreamily. They rallied, to be sure, but not for him. 
When Lincoln won the election, Tyler was terrified: “We have fallen 
on evil times,” he said, “the day of doom for the great model Republic 
is at hand.” 

Pierce played the role of party man during the Democrats’ fac¬ 
tional infighting, deriding his party only for subjecting themselves 
to such an unhealthy rupture. “Integrity of the Union,” he said, need 
not result in the “blind control of passion.” Probably casting his vote 
for Breckenridge, as Tyler did. Pierce despaired that Lincoln’s vic¬ 
tory presaged a “distinct and unequivocal denial of the coequal 
rights.” Other former presidents also lined up against Lincoln. De¬ 
spite his Free Soil Party run twelve years earlier, Martin Van Buren 
remained faithful to the Democratic Party, backing Douglas. So, too, 
did Millard Fillmore, who phlegmatically commented that he voted 
Democratic “not because I was a Democrat, but because I was not a 
Republican.” 

Lincoln’s reelection victory four years later, during the throes of 
the Civil War, was by no means preordained. Nearly Z million Ameri¬ 
cans voted against him in that race, and although he won impressively. 
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the Democratic candidate, Civil War major general George McClel¬ 
lan, received 45 percent of the popular vote. Three of those votes 
came from the roster of surviving ex-presidents: Millard Fillmore, 
Franklin Pierce, and James Buchanan (Tyler and Van Buren had died 
in 1862). No former president ever cast a vote for Abraham Lincoln for 
president of the United States. 

The fact that Pierce, Buchanan, Tyler, and Van Buren all voted 
against Lincoln was unsurprising, as they were Democrats. Millard 
Fillmore, on the other hand, came out of the Whig tradition, with a 
detour to Know-Nothingness, and his leanings were less certain. After 
voting Democratic in 1860, he threw his support behind Lincoln once 
the Civil War began. Fillmore told a rally in his native Buffalo, “It is 
no time for any man to shirk from the responsibilities which events 
have cast upon him.” Yet by the presidential contest of 1864, Fillmore 
had become appalled at Lincoln’s handling of both politics and the 
war, and claimed that the country was now facing “national bank¬ 
ruptcy and military despotism.” Only a different administration, he 
warned, could ensure a “restored Union, and an honorable peace.” 
Fillmore supported McClellan in the 1864 race, writing that “as a 
general rule I am not in favor of electing military chieftains to the 
Presidency,” but that “this is a crisis in the affairs of the nation when 
a truly patriotic and skillful military man of disinterested devotion . . . 
can do more than save it from ruin than any other.” 

With the country enmeshed in a horrific civil war, it was a singular 
achievement that the 1864 election was even pulled off The Demo¬ 
cratic Party platform called steadfastly for an end to the war (even 
though McClellan was in favor of continuing to victory) and a negoti¬ 
ated peace with the South. James Buchanan, who had presided over 
the lead-up to the conflict as president and strongly backed McClel¬ 
lan, remained a committed Democrat and offered counsel to his party. 
Like his earlier proposal to participate in Pennsylvania’s 1862 con¬ 
gressional elections if “my interference should promise any good,” 
Buchanan’s proposition went unheeded. Skeptical that the Democrats 
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could defeat Lincoln, he believed that victory would only plunge the 
party into disaster. “Have you ever reflected upon . . . the embarrass¬ 
ments of a Democratic administration,” he asked, “should it succeed 
to power with the war still existing and the finances in their present 
unhappy condition.?” Like John Tyler, Buchanan greeted the news of 
Lincoln’s reelection in dark spirits: “They have won the elephant; & 
they will find difficulty in deciding what to do with him. . . . Now 
would be the time for conciliation. ... A frank and manly offer to the 
Confederates that they might return to the Union just as they were 
before . . . might possibly be accepted.” Ex-president Buchanan 
wanted nothing more than to return to the status quo ante. 

After the war, Fillmore shared Buchanan’s approach to reconcilia¬ 
tion. Hostile to the idea of many northerners to “exterminate the 
South, or hold it by military subjugation,” he defended Andrew John¬ 
son’s southern appeasement policy and endorsed Johnson’s reconstruc¬ 
tion plans against the radical Republicans. (Fillmore also neglected to 
drape his house for mourning after Lincoln’s assassination, prompting 
a mob to splatter it with ink.) 


POSTBELLUM PRESIDENTIAL POLITICS 

—e»e- 

Andrew Johnson, a leading war Democrat and an obstinate foe of 
radical Reconstruction, also maintained an ambivalent relationship 
with Republicans, even during his time as Lincoln’s vice president. 
After the war, Johnson attempted to undermine Ulysses S. Grant, fail¬ 
ing to appear at his 1869 inauguration—making him the third and last 
president to take such a stand (only his irascible predecessors John 
Adams and John Quincy Adams did the same). Johnson had nothing 
but contempt for the prospect of President Grant: “The little fellow 
has nothing in him. He hasn’t a single idea. He has no policy, no con¬ 
ception of what the country requires. . . . He is mendacious, cunning. 
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and treacherous.” Lambasting the sitting president for graft, deficit 
spending, and monarchical drift, in 1872 Johnson threw his support 
behind Horace Greeley, the nominee on the Democratic line, whose 
dissident candidacy emerged from a split in the Republican ranks 
(Greeley was part of the “Liberal Republican” faction). 

Horace Greeley was an unlikely choice for Johnson’s affection. 
The longtime reformist editor of the Republican New York Tribune, 
Greeley had railed unremittingly against the iniquities of the Slave 
Power, and after the war advocated successfully for Johnson’s im¬ 
peachment. Yet Greeley grew antagonistic to the bloated corruption 
of Grant’s administration and made an unexpectedly sharp turn there¬ 
after by endorsing bail for Confederate icon Jefferson Davis. By the 
time Grant pursued reelection in 1872, Greeley’s heated opposition 
had won him Johnson’s backing, while Greeley’s Liberal Republican 
Party’s endorsement of home rule and amnesty for the South secured 
him broader Democratic support. Although Johnson may have been 
more anti-Grant than pro-Greeley, historian James McPherson has 
concluded that Johnson was impressed by Greeley’s contention that 
“no reconstruction can be successful without the voluntary coopera¬ 
tion of ‘the better class’ of southern whites.” Put simply, Johnson 
thought a Greeley win might forestall national catastrophe. 

Johnson’s loathing notwithstanding. Grant crushed Horace Gree¬ 
ley in 1872. Eight years later. Grant was hoping to be nominated a 
third time—and once Rutherford B. Hayes kept his pledge and de¬ 
clined to run for a second term, the 1880 Republican field was wide 
open. Beset again by intraparty factionalism. Republicans squared off 
into two opposing patronage-seeking wings: the Stalwarts, led by 
New York senator and party boss Roscoe Conkling, who watched 
vigilantly over the spoils system and backed the idea of a third Grant 
term; and the Half-Breeds, directed by Maine senator James Blaine, 
who pushed for civil service reform and eventually endorsed James 
Garfield. After falling short on a late ballot at the convention. Grant 
promised to back Garfield, the eventual nominee, and got busy mak- 
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ing campaign stops for the ticket. (Conkling’s Stalwarts got Chester 
Arthur installed as vice president as a consolation prize.) 

That autumn, Grant’s patron, Roscoe Conkling, traveled with 
him to New York and the Midwest making speeches for the 
Garfield-Arthur ticket. Conkling often spoke for up to four hours; 
Grant kept things brief To one wildly cheering audience of thirty-five 
thousand in Warren, Ohio, the former president gave a short stump 
speech about why he was a Republican and the damage to the coun¬ 
try a Democratic victory would deliver. A party man who felt “a very 
deep interest in the success of the Republican ticket,” he reminded 
his good friend and fellow general John A. Logan that he would 
“gladly attend any meeting intended to further [its] success.” 

The most extravagant moment of the campaign came when Grant 
led a Republican reception in his own honor—a six-mile parade down 
New York’s Broadway, with sixty thousand party activists and veter¬ 
ans in attendance and three hundred thousand others watching from 
the sidelines (a “monster demonstration,” one newspaper dubbed it). 
By the Gilded Age, such political party gatherings had become mas¬ 
sive affairs, and Grant was happy to lend his support. “Probably a 
more brilliant spectacle . . . was never witnessed on Manhattan island, 
if, indeed, in any other city in this country,” the New York Times 
gushed. Grant’s party activities paid off: Garfield defeated Winfield 
Scott Hancock, the Democratic nominee—though by fewer than two 
thousand votes, making it the closest popular vote margin in Ameri¬ 
can presidential history. 

Struck down by throat cancer. Grant played little public role dur¬ 
ing the 1884 campaign. “I have not taken any active part in politics,” 
he responded to a reporter’s question, “I have been shut up in a 
sick-room.” Though physically subdued. Grant still let his preferences 
be known: “I have never made any concealment of the fact that I 
should prefer John Logan [then Illinois senator] to all the other candi¬ 
dates,” who included President Arthur and the eventual Republican 
nominee, James Blaine. Grant was less than thrilled when the nod 
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went to Blaine, who he thought represented the wrong wing of the 
party, but his unease was tempered when Logan was tapped as 
Blaine’s running mate. By the early fall. Grant was sufficiently com¬ 
fortable that he paid Blaine a public visit. 


Questions of Party Loyalty 

—esee— 

Grant’s successor, Rutherford B. Hayes, preferred to spend his days 
immersed in progressive social causes rather than mired in political 
struggle. Yet Hayes did keep abreast of the shifting prospects of the 
Republican Party over the dozen years of his postpresidential life, 
even if his participation was meager. In 1884, during the first presi¬ 
dential contest after he left power, Hayes grew weary of the Republi¬ 
cans’ interminable missteps and feared the party would lose the 
election. The Democrats had been bereft of the presidency for more 
than a quarter century, and the time seemed ripe for them to take back 
the White House. Like Grant, Hayes was uncomfortable with his 
party’s nominee, James Blaine, calling him “a scheming demagogue, 
selfish and reckless.” But he endorsed Blaine out of party loyalty, wor¬ 
ried that his Democratic opponent, Grover Cleveland, would siphon 
off votes from independent Republicans. After Cleveland’s win, Hayes 
fretted about the implications for his two beloved causes, civil service 
reform and civil rights. “I dread,” he wrote, “the turning back of the 
hands of the clock.” 

Four years later Hayes remained despondent with the policies of 
the Cleveland administration. Hayes thought Cleveland might do 
himself in by making tariffs a central issue in the 1888 election. “For 
more than twenty years,” Hayes said, “existing legislation has enticed 
capital and labor into manufactur[ing]. ... To strike them down 
now. . . looks like cruelty and bad faith.” Accordingly, though he 
would have preferred a different candidate—such as his own former 
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treasury secretary, John Sherman—Hayes was pleased with Benjamin 
Harrison’s Republican victory. But the former president’s real interest 
was in promoting his pet issue; replacing the four-year election cycle 
with a single six-year term. Having already laid the groundwork years 
earlier during his own inaugural address, Hayes had become inti¬ 
mately associated with the idea and hoped in vain that it would catch 
on in 1888. 

The last presidential contest Hayes witnessed as a former head 
of state was the 1892 election. While this time the ideal candidate 
was his protege, Ohio governor William McKinley, he accepted the 
governor’s readiness to step aside to ensure Benjamin Harrison’s re¬ 
nomination. Calling McKinley “the man with the purest fame and 
the most brilliant record of any statesman in our political history,” 
Hayes correctly, if hyperbolically, forecast a bright future for his fel¬ 
low Ohioan. 

Even when he had no real affection for his party’s nominee, for¬ 
mer president Hayes always maintained the appearance of modera¬ 
tion. Others were less adept at concealing their aversions. Grover 
Cleveland, for example, had a miserable time with William Jennings 
Bryan, his thirty-six-year-old successor, as party standard-bearer. The 
late nineteenth century could hardly have produced two Democrats 
who differed more starkly. Cleveland was the archetypal conservative 
Democrat—friendly to business, unfriendly to labor, and a resolute 
defender of the gold standard. Bryan, an “unsound money” man bid¬ 
ding for the coinage of silver, enraged Cleveland with his full-throated 
populist grandstanding at the 1896 Chicago convention. Bryan’s 
“Cross of Gold” address at that convention—one of the pivotal 
speeches in American political history—encapsulated much of what 
Cleveland loathed. 

Cleveland could not bring himself to vote for Bryan that year and 
bolted with most of his cabinet to rally behind the breakaway “Gold 
Party.” (The party wanted Cleveland himself to run, but he ceded to 
the duo of John M. Palmer and Simon B. Bruckner, who gained a 
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whopping 1 percent of the popular vote.) Delighting in the Demo¬ 
crats’ fissures, ex-president Benjamin Harrison happily offered his 
support to Bryan’s opponent, William McKinley. Trumpeting a pro¬ 
tective tariff, Harrison made forty speeches in Indiana alone on 
McKinley’s behalf Democratic disarray helped McKinley easily take 
the 1896 election. 

Four years later, during a repeat face-off between Bryan and 
McKinley, Cleveland once again made known his revulsion for Bryan, 
professing to be “in a constant state of wonderment, when I am not in 
a state of nausea.” Yet he recognized that he would have to back 
Bryan if the Democrats were to stand a chance in the fall—especially 
since McKinley had sewed up the big moneymen from the eastern 
establishment. Cleveland was unwelcome at the annual Fourth of 
July Tammany Hall gathering in New York that summer because of 
apparent concern that he would attack Bryan. When the Democratic 
convention rolled around (it was held in Kansas City where a sixteen- 
year-old boy from Independence named Harry Truman served as a 
page), Cleveland stayed home. By the end of the race, however, Cleve¬ 
land swallowed his pride, offering weak assurances that Bryan would 
triumph. (As his running mate, Bryan chose Adlai Stevenson, the 
grandfather of the 1950s Democrat and Cleveland’s own second vice 
president, which may have softened the blow.) The ex-president told 
one reporter, “My young man, you will see a landslide for Bryan the 
morning after election. Of this I am confident.” In private, however, 
Cleveland thought differently, cynically hoping Bryanism would has¬ 
ten the party’s implosion—that “sanity will succeed insanity and the 
Democratic masses will cry out for deliverance from Bryanism and a 
resurrection of true Democratic faith.” 

As New York governor in the early 1880s, Grover Cleveland had 
close ties with Theodore Roosevelt, then an upcoming reformist state 
legislator. Two decades later Roosevelt, now president, hailed Cleve¬ 
land’s antisilver tenacity: “I think now we have definitely won out on 
the free-silver business, and therefore I think you are entitled to 
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thanks and congratulations.” Despite the plaudits, Cleveland had lit¬ 
tle in common with Roosevelt’s progressivism or military adventur¬ 
ism, and by 1904 espoused “clearing out” Roosevelt’s administration. 
Some Democrats even urged Cleveland to throw his hat in the ring, as 
did some influential Republicans who hated TR, including J. R Mor¬ 
gan and Mark Hanna. Before the Saint Louis convention. Democratic 
delegates began to fear that their likely nominee, Alton B. Parker, 
chief justice of the New York Court of Appeals, wouldn’t stand a 
chance against Roosevelt in the general election. Only Grover Cleve¬ 
land, the person who had won three national elections via the popular 
vote, could credibly compete. After enduring several years of intense 
postpresidential unpopularity, Cleveland was now viewed by many as 
the sage who had it right all along, especially on the gold issue. Cleve¬ 
land gave what he could during the fall campaign, making speeches 
close to home in New York and New Jersey and writing a series of 
articles on the issues for mass publications. But he was through with 
national politics: out of office for seven years, he had neither the am¬ 
bition nor the craving for a final hurrah. This was to be Roosevelt’s 
election, and he defeated Parker handily. 


TR AND Taft 

-ese- 

Cleveland died in 1908, leaving no former presidents on hand to wit¬ 
ness Teddy Roosevelt’s orchestrated campaign that year to install 
William Howard Taft as his successor. Taft could never have imag¬ 
ined that by 1912 his patron would first turn on him and then run 
against him, instigating one of the greatest presidential contests in 
American political history. (Dismayed by his inability to garner suffi¬ 
cient support among Republicans, Roosevelt created a breakaway po¬ 
litical entity, the Progressive Party, that ran against both Taft and the 
Democrat Woodrow Wilson.) Following that acidulous race, which 
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was eventually won by Wilson, Taft thought it best to withdraw from 
the fray in the 1916 contest. Comfortably ensconced in his law school 
appointment at Yale, Taft announced that he was “out of politics” al¬ 
ready in the fall of 1915. But he was scarcely divorced from the on¬ 
coming campaign. In fact, there was one prominent Republican Taft 
hoped to champion. 

The man Taft saw fit to defeat Wilson in 1916 was Elihu Root. 
The prototype for the twentieth-century “wise man” who shuttled 
from Wall Street to Washington’s corridors of power. Root had been a 
Republican senator, secretary of war, secretary of state, and winner of 
the Nobel Peace Prize in 1912. Taft praised Root as “one of the great¬ 
est living Americans,” calling him “a statesman in the same class as 
Alexander Hamilton.” The two political conservatives were in soli¬ 
darity over key issues during the 1916 campaign: both opposed the 
confirmation of the more liberal Louis Brandeis to the Supreme Court, 
even signing a petition calling Brandeis “not a fit person” for the post, 
and both felt America was in considerable need of budgetary and ju¬ 
dicial procedural reform. Taft’s support of Root was understandable: 
Root represented old-line Republicanism, Taft’s own political stripe, 
and, no less important, both men had fallen out with the mercurial 
Roosevelt. Regardless of Taft’s backing, however. Root was always a 
long shot—many felt his nomination would split the Republican Party 
yet again—and Taft’s favored candidate peaked on the convention’s 
first ballot. Taft himself skipped the Chicago convention, opting in¬ 
stead to give a forgettable commencement speech at Peddie Institute 
in Hightstown, New Jersey. 

With Roosevelt’s Bull Moose Party enfeebled (there were no Pro¬ 
gressive senators and just seventeen representatives in the new Con¬ 
gress), TR dissuaded the Progressive Party from nominating him again 
in 1916 and threw his support behind Supreme Court Justice Charles 
Evans Hughes (no easy thing, as he was never an admirer). Roosevelt’s 
physical condition may also have contributed to his decision not to run 
again; after his 1913-14 Brazilian adventure, he was partially crippled. 
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overweight, and hampered by poor vision. With Root no longer a viable 
candidate, the outstanding question was whether the passion to defeat 
Wilson might at last bring an end to the acrid feud between the two 
former presidents. Roosevelt had been unsparing in his assault on Taft 
since the latter’s presidency, and they had met only once since the 
1912 election, exchanging pleasantries at an April 1915 funeral for a 
Yale professor. (“It was a bit stiff but it was all right,” Taft remarked at 
the time.) Would they stump together for Hughes in 1916.? 

When queried after the June convention about what he would do 
were he on the same pro-Hughes dais as Roosevelt, Taft replied that 
it would not “make a particle of difference to me. ... I would not be 
so little as to let my personal feelings interfere.” Taft played the loyal 
foot soldier and pledged to do “anything in my power to elect Mr. 
Hughes.” Promises of joint appearances by Taft and TR continued 
throughout the summer. By early fall, Roosevelt grew tired of the 
hubbub. At a stop in Battle Creek, Michigan, Roosevelt growled that 
buttons were being prepared with the group faces of him, Taft, and 
Hughes. Mentioning a forthcoming reception at the Union League 
Club in which he and Taft were to be present, Roosevelt was explicit: 
“I will make no advances to shake hands with Mr. Taft. . . . This at¬ 
tempt to make it a reconciliation meeting between myself and Mr. 
Taft is all wrong.” At the October reception, where Root was master 
of ceremonies, the two weather-beaten ex-presidential foes shook 
hands and exchanged a simple “How do you do.?” Taft summarized: 
“We shook hands just like any gentlemen would shake hands.” 

Hughes ended up losing the 1916 race to Wilson by a narrow elec¬ 
toral margin. The conventional wisdom holds that Hughes fell short 
because he didn’t reach out to California Progressive governor Hi¬ 
ram Johnson, Roosevelt’s 1912 running mate. (Hughes had reportedly 
failed to pay his respects to Johnson when the two crossed paths at a 
Long Beach, California, hotel one day, a probable oversight that was 
received as a snub.) Observers at the time believed the gaffe might 
have cost Hughes California’s thirteen electoral votes, which would 
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have put him over the top. Even without Hiram Johnson’s backing, if 
Roosevelt and Taft had campaigned enthusiastically for Hughes as a 
team, it might have tipped the exceptionally close race in his favor. 

With Roosevelt’s death in 1919, Taft became the only surviving 
ex-president to observe the 1920 race. This election was particularly 
meaningful for him because its victor would hold the key to his 
long-standing ambition—to be nominated to the Supreme Court. Taft 
never hid his infatuation with the federal bench, frequently com¬ 
menting that his desire to join the court always trumped any interest 
he had in the presidency. Whether or not Taft’s active campaigning 
for Harding was heartfelt, his labors paid off When Chief Justice Ed¬ 
ward Douglass White died only months after Harding was elected the 
country’s twenty-ninth president, Harding promptly nominated Taft 
to replace him. Taft’s dream was now a reality. 


Wilson and Coolidge 
—esee— 

Eollowing a devastating stroke in 1919, Woodrow Wilson’s physical 
frailty prevented him from assuming any meaningful electioneering 
role after the White House. His limited commentary on the congres¬ 
sional races of 1922 consisted of put-downs—maligning the Democratic 
candidate for senate in Massachusetts, Sherman Whipple, as being “not 
of our intellectual breed,” and “just about as much interested in human 
progress ... as a hog in the grand opera.” (Whipple lost.) Yet Wilson’s 
death in Eebruary 1924 did not still his influence. His electoral “partici¬ 
pation” was instead transmuted to the plane of political ideas; the 
Democratic platforms of 1924 and 1928 included support for his two 
treasured projects, the globalist dream of the League of Nations and 
the domestic agenda he called the New Ereedom. 

Like Wilson, Calvin Coolidge remained largely quiescent after 
his retirement, living up to his sobriquet Silent Cal. Saying that “Ten 
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years in Washington is longer than any other man has had it—too long!” 
Coolidge decided against renomination in 1928. Though he refrained 
from active campaigning, Coolidge did quietly back Hoover’s reelection 
effort in 1932, writing three supportive articles during the race. The 
most important was an apologia he published in the Saturday Evening 
Post, where he painted the Great Depression as a worldwide conflagra¬ 
tion beyond Hoover’s control. “When men in public office have to meet 
a crisis which they themselves did not in any way create,” he suggested, 
“the measure of credit or blame which should attach to such officehold¬ 
ers is not the intensity of the crisis, nor the danger or damage that results 
from it, but the manner in which they may meet it and the remedies 
which they apply to it.” Hoover must have been pleased that the only 
surviving ex-president was standing by him. 

Coolidge was invisible at that June’s Chicago convention. Though 
there were rumors that he might be drafted to run as Hoover’s vice 
president, shortly before the convention began he took himself out of 
contention, and a distinctly minor “Coolidge for President” move¬ 
ment also faded. During the autumn campaign, Coolidge made one 
major address from Madison Square Garden, where he railed against 
FDR and in a peculiar flash of optimism noted that the “economic 
recovery is beginning.” Such prognostication illustrated his blinders 
to the day’s realities: America was indeed changing, and Calvin Coo¬ 
lidge was incapable of moving with it. Two months after Hoover’s 
defeat, Coolidge was dead. 


The Ideology oe Herbert Hoover 

-es»e- 

Until Harry Truman joined him in March 1953, Herbert Hoover was 
the country’s only living ex-president. The 1930s and 1940s were 
charged years for Hoover, as he continued to push his ideological cer¬ 
tainties in the hope that they might inform his party’s platforms. With 
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the country facing “the greatest struggle which we have seen in two 
generations,” Hoover worried that Roosevelt’s New Deal was creating 
a “fountain of fear” among Americans; and as a former president and 
private citizen, he set out on a personal quest to overturn it. 

After the wreckage of the 1934 midterm elections. Hoover grew 
concerned that a vulnerable Republican Party might betray its core 
principles in order to win back power. The former president began a 
crusade to resuscitate his party and amplify its differences from the 
dreaded New Dealers. Like Cleveland and Taft, who also took pains 
to rein in their parties in times of ideological drift. Hoover was eager 
to move the GOP back onto a rightward course. In Hoover’s mind, 
Roosevelt’s enterprise was veering treacherously toward a “Fascist-Nazi 
state,” and Hoover promised to reverse the “five horsemen” of the New 
Deal: “Profligacy, Propaganda, Patronage, Politics, and Power.” (For 
those who liked their alliteration more caustic, he proffered an alter¬ 
native set of Ps: “Pork-barrel, Poppy-cock, Privileges, Panaceas, and 
Poverty.”) 

Desperate to unseat Roosevelt, in 1936 Hoover was eager to im¬ 
part his wisdom to whoever became the Republican standard-bearer 
(though he remained quietly hopeful that a groundswell of support 
might garner him the nomination). Ultimately, he was distressed with 
the party’s nominee, Alf Landon of Kansas. To Hoover, Landon was 
deficient in key respects: more than once the nominee had voiced 
charitable words for the New Deal (heresy of heresies); he was sup¬ 
ported by the Liberty League, a group Hoover loathed; and he was 
endorsed by Hoover’s arch-nemesis, William Randolph Hearst, who 
had once called the former president “selfish and stupid” and who 
was barred from the White House during Hoover’s tenure. Generally 
oblivious to his standing within the party. Hoover remained unaware 
of the GOP’s lack of interest in his services. His political glory was 
limited to a rousing speech at the Cleveland convention, where he 
warned that “The New Deal may be a revolutionary design to replace 
the American system with despotism.” And with a literary flourish, he 
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added, “It may be the dream stuff of a false liberalism. It may be the 
valor of muddle. Their relationship to each other, however, is exactly 
the sistership of the witches who brewed the cauldron of powerful 
trouble for Macbeth. Their product is the poisoning of Americanism.” 
For his explicit comparisons of the New Deal with ascending Euro¬ 
pean autocracies. Hoover received a thirty-minute ovation. 

There was a subtext to Hoover’s eloquent Sturm und Drang. 
While he was keen on smashing the Popular Front shibboleths of the 
day, he had become a punching bag for the country’s ills and an “en¬ 
emy of the people” to the many millions suffering from the Great 
Depression. To countless Americans, Hoover was the man who had 
shot down veterans seeking a fair bonus to their salaries; who forced 
working Americans to set up camp in “Hoovervilles”; and who brought 
higher tariffs to a land whose economy was in danger of total collapse. 
“When you have a good story, run it every once in awhile,” an editor 
of the New York Sun once suggested, and in the worst days of the De¬ 
pression, “Hoover Ruining America” was just that kind of story. The 
former president was actively determined to change the headline. 

Landon kept Hoover at arm’s length, his campaign considering 
him a bumptious loser who could offer little positive value to his fel¬ 
low Republicans in 1936. The party was only beginning its slow march 
toward a more pragmatic politics, with candidates like Landon and 
later Willkie, Dewey, and Eisenhower gradually casting off Hoover’s 
ideological mantle. By the time the race was over, the ex-president 
could take solace in one thing: FDR outmatched Landon by even 
more than he’d beaten Hoover four years earlier. 

Exploding the hallowed tradition inaugurated by George Wash¬ 
ington’s voluntary retirement after two terms, FDR’s ambition to run 
again in 1940 accelerated Hoover’s anti-New Deal rhetoric. At the 
time, some viewed Roosevelt’s move as hubristic, a viewpoint largely 
dispelled over time. Despite the war raging in Europe, the Republi¬ 
can field was populated by isolationists: Ohio senator Robert Taft, 
Michigan senator Arthur Vandenburg, and New York district attorney 
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Thomas E. Dewey—who were anxious to avoid entanglement over¬ 
seas. (One rumor even briefly had Hoover leading an isolationist ticket 
with Charles Lindbergh.) 

Hoover watched the convention from the bleachers of the Phila¬ 
delphia Auditorium, naively hopeful that the delegates might turn to 
him in a late ballot. During the nomination process his close ally, 
Robert Taft, entreated the former president to give him his delegates. 
Though he had only a handful to offer—he maxed out at thirty-two 
on the third ballot—Hoover refused, imagining fantastically that his 
long-shot candidacy might snake through a deadlocked convention. 
During his speech. Hoover struck a clear isolationist chord, emphasiz¬ 
ing that “the three thousand miles of ocean is still protection” and 
that “the immense task now is to shape our foreign policies to protect 
us from the conflagration in Europe and Asia.” Journalist Drew Pear¬ 
son interpreted the former president’s position as basic realpolitik: 
Hitler would prove victorious and the West would have to deal with 
him. In other words, far better to prepare for the imperatives of diplo¬ 
macy, no matter how dismal, than sound the drumbeats of war. 

The only prominent Republican voice to depart from the chorus 
of isolationism was an outsider to the thicket of Washington politics; 
Wendell Willkie. A former Democrat (he had been a delegate for 
EDR in 1932) and current Wall Street industrialist, Willkie tactically 
advanced a soft interventionist line, calling for the United States to 
adopt a policy of preparedness. Willkie’s internationalism coincided 
with the Nazis’ savage tour of European capitals, which buoyed his 
candidacy. Where Hoover and others were content to insist that the 
European democracies could hold their own, Willkie took a broader 
perspective—and won the formal nod to oppose EDR. 

In support of the party, and given his antipathy to EDR, Hoover 
offered to make speeches around the country on Willkie’s behalf But 
the former president’s acute foreign policy differences with Willkie 
made the offer unconvincing. At the onset of the fall campaign Hoover 
repeated his belief that the “actual dangers” to America were at their 
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lowest ebb, and that “it is evident that the people are firmly and vigor¬ 
ously opposed to our involvement” in the war. Hoover never warmed to 
Willkie, and the feeling was mutual. “I shall do any proper thing they 
want me to do,” he said curtly. “I don’t think it will be very much.” For 
his part, Willkie went out of his way to avoid Hoover in the two states, 
California and New York, where the former president resided. 

By 1944, the United States was deeply entrenched in World War 
II, and Herbert Hoover was no longer under any illusion that the GOP 
might turn to him as a possible dark horse. Yet preventing FDR from 
winning yet another term remained his obsession. He even developed 
a tactical friendship with Alf Landon, someone he had disparaged 
eight years before. The Hoover-Landon alliance coalesced around 
one point; Willkie must not be the candidate again in 1944. Fortu¬ 
nately for them, Willkie dropped out early after a weak primary show¬ 
ing (the result of “a public revulsion from Hollywood demagoguery,” 
Hoover snickered). Landon backed Thomas Dewey, now the gover¬ 
nor of New York, and though Hoover was partial to a simpatico con¬ 
servative, Ohio governor John Bricker (for whom Hoover edited some 
speeches), by the fall he was ready to support the nominee. 

Like Landon and Willkie in 1936 and 1940, Dewey was publicly 
detached from the seventy-year-old ex-president. Discreetly he solic¬ 
ited Hoover’s advice and eventually his help recruiting John Bricker for 
the number two spot. Yet the Dewey camp worried that labor leaders 
would tar him by his association with Hoover, and enlisted Herbert 
Brownell, Dewey’s central strategist and later Eisenhower’s attorney 
general, to keep Hoover sidelined. Brownell went so far as to ask Hoover 
to deny that he’d met with Dewey after the convention. (“He’s afraid 
that association with me will be brought up against him by the Demo¬ 
crats,” Hoover lamented.) By this point, as one historian noted. Hoover 
was the “nation’s leading political leper.” Brownell managed to keep 
the association largely under wraps, but ultimately it didn’t matter: 
FDR triumphed again in November, winning a record fourth term. 

By the first postwar presidential election. Hoover had started to 
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shed his leper spots. After being persona non grata at FDR’s White 
House, Hoover managed to establish cordial relations with Harry 
Truman, a relationship that surprised many. Truman asked the for¬ 
mer president to reprise his acclaimed international relief efforts for 
Europe and Asia. A year later, he also put Hoover in charge of an 
eponymous commission to recommend reforms of the executive 
branch. The old political order was changing: the New Deal had run 
its course, the war years were over, the Republicans controlled Con¬ 
gress, and Roosevelt was dead. Few realistically wagered that Harry 
Truman could hold on to power. 

Republicans in 1948 felt less anxious over the presence of Herbert 
Hoover. After enduring four terms of Democratic near invincibility, 
the solitary former president at last entertained real hope of witness¬ 
ing victory for the Grand Old Party. Undaunted by the prospect of a 
Dewey candidacy. Hoover nonetheless urged his party to choose his 
preferred conservative, Robert Taft, as the 1948 nominee, but Dewey 
carried the day. At the Philadelphia convention. Hoover gave a 
rip-roaring speech denouncing the Soviet menace, calling it an exis¬ 
tential threat by “the hordes from the European steppes who would 
ruin Western civilization.” And addressing his companion bete noire, 
the malevolence of collectivism at home, he suggested that “our dif¬ 
ficulty lies not so much with obnoxious communists in our midst as 
with the fuzzy-minded people who think we can have totalitarian 
economics in the hands of bureaucracy.” 

Despite their professional cooperation, as Election Day drew near, 
Harry Truman couldn’t resist raising the specter of a Hoover resur¬ 
gent, brandishing the former president’s name no less than sixteen 
times in one speech. Always the pragmatist, Dewey didn’t risk com¬ 
ing to Hoover’s defense. (“The governor held to the opinion I was still 
political poison,” Hoover griped.) Instead the former president occu¬ 
pied himself with his commission responsibilities, watching from the 
sidelines as Truman stunned the world by pulling out his unexpected 
victory. 
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Although the press satirized Hoover’s physical condition—“the 
once plump bull-terrier cheeks now sag mastiff-like,” one magazine 
cracked—Hoover was unfazed by his decades in the political wil¬ 
derness, insisting “they’re not going to shut me up.” Traditionally re¬ 
fusing to endorse candidates before the nomination, in 1952 the former 
president reversed practice and pledged for Taft. According to Hoover, 
the Ohio conservative “provided the Republican party with a fighting 
opposition to the current of collectivism in our country,” and might be 
the one to end the Republican Party’s two-decade-long losing streak. 
But it was not to be: this was Dwight Eisenhower’s year. Not a great 
Ike advocate. Hoover delivered a rambling television address weeks 
before the election, expressing muted support for the ticket. “I have 
tonight come out of what I had hoped was final retirement from politi¬ 
cal activities,” he began. “I have done so at General Eisenhower’s re¬ 
quest.” Hoover concluded with a self-regarding peroration defending 
his own administration’s policies, twenty years after that administra¬ 
tion was ushered out of Washington. 


Truman Makes Two (and Goes Negative) 

-ese- 

Eollowing Ike’s victory. Hoover was joined by an ex-presidential coun¬ 
terpart for the first time: Harry Truman. Though he declined to run 
for a second full term in 1952, the cantankerous Democrat did not 
wish simply to drift away after leaving office. Returning to Indepen¬ 
dence, Missouri, to occupy himself with his library’s development, 
Harry Truman envisioned involvement in future campaigns as one 
way to remain relevant. And in his postpresidential debut, with a pop¬ 
ular Eisenhower seeking reelection in 1956, Harry Truman was ready 
to brawl. Spitefully shut out of Ike’s White House, Truman had waged 
a personal cold war with Eisenhower, and scarcely controlled his 
venom toward Ike’s red-baiting vice president, Richard Nixon. He 
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brought a taste of slash-and-burn to the 1956 race. “Remember this 
and remember it well,” he warned, “you cannot elect Ike without 
electing Tricky Dicky.” 

Truman’s antipathies to the reigning Republicans were in no way 
matched by any passion for the Democratic ticket. In 1952 Truman 
had solidly backed the Democratic candidate, Illinois governor Adlai 
Stevenson, assured that he would continue Truman’s policies. But 
Stevenson’s anemic showing that year depressed Truman, and by 
1956 the former president was convinced that the party needed an¬ 
other man to unseat Eisenhower. There were personality issues, too; 
an urbane patrician admired as much for his wit and sophistication as 
for his principles, Stevenson had a smart-set following that Truman 
distrusted. Indeed, to some Stevenson must have seemed like the 
anti-Truman. 

During the spring of 1956 Truman acted as a close adviser to New 
York governor Averell Harriman, who had served as his secretary of 
commerce and ambassador to Russia. Truman was as quick to shower 
praise on Harriman as he was to attack Stevenson. Slamming Steven¬ 
son’s suggestion that the Democrats adopt a “time for moderation,” 
Truman countered, “If you’re referring to drink then moderation is a 
good thing. However in political campaigns, I have always gone on 
the theory that it is best to go after the opposition hammer and tong.” 
Disdainful of such attack-dog politics, Stevenson fell further afoul of 
the former president. 

Truman resisted making any formal announcement of support. “I 
did not promise to support anyone before the convention,” he said. “It 
is not my place or business to tell the Democratic Party what to do.” 
Coyness aside—“I like them both” was his public refrain—Truman 
continued to extol Harriman, saying that there was no one he thought 
of “more highly.” By the time of the Chicago convention, the party 
was awash with rumors that Truman was preparing to run Stevenson 
down and ally formally with Harriman. On the convention’s eve, Tru¬ 
man “exploded an H-bomb,” in the savage words of the Tribune’i, 
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Walter Trohan, naming Harriman as his choice for the nomination. 
Assuming the air of a power broker, Truman withheld Harriman’s 
name until the very end of his prepared speech, then for good mea¬ 
sure reread his statement in full to reporters. This was Truman’s post- 
presidential moment in the sun, and he was basking in it. 

By endorsing Harriman, Truman hoped to derail an easy first 
ballot nomination and ensure that the race was two-way: Stevenson 
versus Harriman. But other party stalwarts found his grandstanding 
divisive and irritating. Eleanor Roosevelt, a solid Stevenson backer, 
was peeved by Truman’s antics yet resisted going on record about her 
husband’s successor. In private she reminded Truman that they were 
both seventy-two and that it was time to hand over power to a younger 
generation. Truman’s bravura endorsement could hardly put Harri¬ 
man over the top—even if Harriman’s backers had sewed up more 
than three hundred delegates, as they claimed. In a last-ditch effort to 
sway votes to Harriman, Truman assailed Stevenson for being “too 
defeatist” and called his inability to “carry any more states than he 
did in 1952” a recipe for Democratic failure. 

With Harriman’s nomination appearing out of reach, Truman be¬ 
gan to flail wildly. The former president attacked Stevenson for tying 
himself to “conservatives and reactionaries” (and taking a page from 
Joe McCarthy, he failed to clarify precisely who such people were). 
Finally, in a moment of weakness, Truman provided more nuanced 
insight into his stubborn support for Harriman’s long-shot bid. Declar¬ 
ing that he was “shocked that any liberal Democrat would encourage 
the abandonment of the New Deal and the Fair Deal as out of date,” 
Truman grieved openly that his treasured public policies were no lon¬ 
ger in fashion. The ex-president was a victim of the forward march of 
time. 

Arthur Krock, the dean of Washington newsmen, a man who had 
covered eleven presidents, was convinced that Truman “is deter¬ 
mined to use his great influence at the convention constructively 
and without conscious personal motive.” Yet most felt the opposite: 
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Truman’s self-destructive behavior risked dividing his party over the 
eventual nominee. Confusing popularity for power, Truman’s audi¬ 
tion for kingmaker was undone by hubris. The journalist James Res- 
ton put it best; “Harry Truman, the Goliath who set out to slay David, 
has succeeded only in knocking out himself.” 

Though he played a tamer role during the overall campaign, Her¬ 
bert Hoover, now eighty-two, continued his tradition of addressing 
the Republican National Convention. Hoover’s speech and his au¬ 
tumn broadcast appearances were standard fare, giving him a forum 
to drive home many of his pet themes; the malignance of encroaching 
government; the evils of Communism (“human slavery”); military 
preparedness; and maximum employment (Keynes was not yet passe). 
Ike’s campaign people even recruited Hoover to appear on the presi¬ 
dent’s behalf in Philadelphia, where they needed votes. Pleased to be 
sought out. Hoover was nonetheless uneasy over the OOP’s trajectory. 
Eisenhower’s circle was far too eager to win over liberal and moderate 
Republicans, he thought, and dead wrong to presume that they’d 
locked in the party’s conservative base. Chalking up the Republicans’ 
congressional losses in 1954 to the notion that “Republican radicalism 
can get nowhere” rather than to typical midterm losses and the ongo¬ 
ing recession. Hoover insisted again on a rightward tack. In its current 
incarnation, he explained, the GOP failed “to comprehend that the 
only way they can live as a vital party is on the conservative side.” 


1960 

-ese- 

By the election of 1960, some thought that the party might move to 
the right, under the guidance of its new standard-bearer. Vice Presi¬ 
dent Richard Nixon. While he had been championed by Hoover 
years earlier, Nixon largely snubbed the former president during the 
fall campaign. Hoover groused about the oversight to reporters; “How 
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do you think I feel? I’m among those who persuaded him to run for 
Congress in the first place.” Participating in his final convention— 
“Unless some miracle comes to me from the good Lord, this is finally 
it,” he told the Chicago-gathered delegates—Hoover called for a spir¬ 
itual rebirth in society. Americans were facing a “frightening moral 
slump,” and only by summoning those forces “embedded in the soul 
of America” could the country do proper battle with its manifold ills. 

On the Democratic side, Truman’s fall from grace in 1956 may 
have cost him a measure of legitimacy, but it hardly deterred him 
from hazarding further fissures in the party. The campaign for the 
1960 Democratic nomination presented another opportunity for 
Truman’s political indiscretions. Provoked by John F. Kennedy’s 
spirited idealism, Truman once more challenged a candidate who 
departed from the former president’s playbook. But this time, in¬ 
stead of waiting for the convention to unfold, Truman anointed his 
preferred candidate in the spring. His choice was Senator Stuart 
Symington, a protege from his home state who had been Truman’s 
secretary of the air force and served seven consecutive assignments 
under him. 

Truman’s temper ran high that summer. Believing that Kennedy’s 
coronation had been unfairly predetermined, he resigned as a dele¬ 
gate and boycotted that year’s Los Angeles convention. As in 1956, 
Truman took a confrontational tone. At one point, with television 
cameras rolling, he pointedly queried Kennedy: “Senator, are you 
certain that you’re quite ready for the country or the country is ready 
for you?” Embarassingly for Truman, his 1956 favorite Averell Harri- 
man came quickly to Kennedy’s defense, praising his “poise and ma¬ 
turity.” 

Kennedy clearly was never a favorite of Truman’s, but it was Ken¬ 
nedy’s father whom the former president found truly repugnant. Though 
he claimed indifference to JFK’s Catholicism, Truman was explicit 
about his dislike of the father. “It’s not the pope that worries me,” he 
memorably put it, “it’s the pop.” At the convention, Symington had 
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hoped to use a pincer strategy, winning the hearts of fleeing delegates 
as a compromise candidate. He never stood a chance; Kennedy tri¬ 
umphed easily. Clark Clifford, Truman’s confidant and Symington’s 
lead adviser, brokered a meeting between Kennedy and Truman to 
help mend fences, and by the time of the general election campaign all 
was forgiven. 

Truman was in fine form that fall, touring the country for the 
Kennedy-Johnson ticket and offering his characteristically salty slo¬ 
gans. (“If you vote for Nixon, you ought to go to hell,” he told the 
crowds. “If he ever told the truth politically it was by accident.”) With 
Fidel Castro newly ascendant in Cuba, Truman pounced on the issue, 
blaming Ike for improper enforcement of the Monroe Doctrine. Fed 
up with Truman’s loose-cannon speechifying, the Washington Post 
scolded the former president: “The fact is that when Mr. Truman 
puts on his political hat the country no longer takes him seriously,” 
and “some . . . are again talking about the possibility of muzzling or 
exiling ex-Presidents during election campaigns.” As in 1956, James 
Reston cogently summed matters up: “In human and historic terms 
this is a tragic story.” 

Ironically, it would fall to Herbert Hoover to return a measure of 
dignity to the ex-presidential class. In a peculiar coincidence, after 
the election both Kennedy and Nixon decided to get some rest and 
relaxation in southern Florida—Nixon in Key Biscayne with his chum 
Bebe Rebozo, Kennedy with his family in Palm Springs. Joe Ken¬ 
nedy, a friend of Hoover’s (he sat on the second Hoover Commission), 
asked the former president to broker a meeting between Nixon and 
his son to help heal the country after the hotly fought election. (The 
spectacle of Joe Kennedy working constructively with Herbert Hoover 
was another slap to Truman: after the election, Truman called the 
new president’s father “as big a crook as we’ve got anywhere in this 
country, and I don’t like that he bought his son the nomination for the 
presidency.”) The resulting November 14 meeting between Kennedy 
and Nixon at the Key Biscayne Hotel was anticlimactic, except for 
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one detail that would become interesting in retrospect: Nixon’s insis¬ 
tence that Kennedy never recognize China, nor allow it to join the 
United Nations. 


Eisenhower’s Neutrality 

—esee— 

Barry Goldwater, the Republican standard-bearer four years later 
against Lyndon Johnson, came closer than any previous GOP presi¬ 
dential nominee to fulfilling Herbert Hoover’s ideological idyll. Then 
in his ninetieth year. Hoover said little during the 1964 campaign, but 
he must have been pleased that the outspoken Arizonan got the nod. 
Goldwater’s best-selling The Conscience of a Conservative and his rivet¬ 
ing convention speech declaration—“extremism in the defense of 
liberty is no vice, moderation in the pursuit of justice is no virtue”— 
were signature moments for the modern conservative movement and 
anticipated Richard Nixon’s notorious backlash politics several years 
later. After three postpresidential decades of nominees he found 
wanting. Hoover died just three weeks before the election, missing 
his chance to vote for a model conservative at last. 

Dwight Eisenhower was far less thrilled at the prospect of a Gold- 
water nomination. During his first presidential race out of power, the 
former general wore his military-style pledge to maintain a detached 
neutrality until the convention like a badge of honor. Though his pref¬ 
erences were hardly mysterious—he leaned toward middle-of-the- 
roaders like Pennsylvania governor William Scranton—Ike was silent 
until San Erancisco. 

Barry Goldwater’s new conservative vision alienated the centrist 
from Abilene, but the former president’s alternatives were few. He 
could sit out the election and remain uncommitted, as he had during 
the primaries, or cast his lot with Lyndon Johnson—both remote pos¬ 
sibilities at best. Dedicated to his party, Eisenhower promised to do 
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whatever he could to further its ends. The decision would leave him 
not without regret. As he watched the fire-breathing Arizonan impugn 
his steady-as-you-go administration, Eisenhower agonized why he 
hadn’t pushed harder for someone like Scranton. Without Ike’s en¬ 
dorsement, Scranton’s candidacy never had legs. Eisenhower later 
explained his inaction with some contrition: “It is pretty hard to go 
back and say what might have been. I did what I thought my con¬ 
science dictated and ... I think I would probably assume the same 
role again, but probably I would try to do it better.” 

Right-wing scribe and Goldwater acolyte William E. Buckley Jr. 
urged his candidate to steer clear of gutless moderates like Eisen¬ 
hower, unleashing a flurry of rhetorical questions: “Would Goldwater 
have sat frozen in indecision when the tanks marched into Budapest.? 
Would he have concluded a peace treaty over Korea that denied us 
the goals which even the United Nations had legitimized.? Would 
Goldwater have sat back at Suez and allowed a bellicose neutralist to 
take control of the windpipe of the Near East to further his rabid pan 
Arabism.?” Goldwater himself was equally ardent, but still pleased 
when he eventually received Eisenhower’s backing, however reserved 
it may have been. He quickly exploited the former president’s en¬ 
dorsement, promising to enlist him to travel to South Vietnam once 
elected. The Republican nominee framed things carefully: “I intend 
to come to grips with this vital question. And at that time I want the 
very best and soundest advice available.” 


Ike and Truman on the Sidelines 

-es»e- 

Eour years later, the ground had changed precipitously. By then war 
was raging in Vietnam, the sitting president was bowing out, and 
Richard Nixon was mounting a stunning comeback as the likely Re- 
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publican nominee. Despite Eisenhower’s frailty—he was holed up for 
several months at Walter Reed Army Medical Center after two heart 
attacks—he declared himself for Nixon three weeks before 1968’s 
Miami Beach convention. (Nixon pressed his old boss to announce 
before the event, not during it, as Ike originally planned.) In a state¬ 
ment from his hospital bed, Ike stressed the personal over the politi¬ 
cal: “He’s a man of great reading, a man of great intelligence, and a 
man of great decisiveness.” Nixon was convinced that “a number of 
delegates [who were] waiting to see which way to go” would be swayed 
by Ike’s words. For Eisenhower, his endorsement was at least in part a 
tactical move to distance himself from Nelson Rockefeller, whom he 
thoroughly disliked. He may also have been moved by remorse. More 
than once, Ike had regretted his quiescence during Nixon’s I960 cam¬ 
paign, capped by his cutting reply when a reporter asked him to name 
any ideas Nixon had contributed to his administration: “If you give 
me a week I might think of one.” By 1968, there were also family ties 
affecting the equation. Nixon’s daughter Julie was engaged to marry 
David Eisenhower, Ike’s grandson, in a ceremony scheduled for 
shortly after the November elections. 

Ike did address the Miami convention, via a television hookup 
from his hospital room at Walter Reed, giving a spirited Cold War 
speech alerting viewers that “the Communists reach ruthlessly for 
domination over Southeast Asia and are trying to break our will to foil 
the attempt.” The next day he was struck down by another heart at¬ 
tack and spent the rest of the year in bed. On his back, Eisenhower 
marshaled a last-minute plea for voters to ignore Johnson and Hum¬ 
phrey’s allegedly calculated halt to the bombing in Vietnam. Coming 
two days before the November vote, the plea exorcised the ghost of 
elections past, when he failed to rise to his vice president’s defense. 
Nixon’s razor-thin victory over Humphrey and Wallace benefited by 
the words of support from his old master. 

Truman’s role in the 1968 campaign was slight, his timing poor. 
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The ex-president spoke convincingly of Johnson’s chances: “It doesn’t 
make any difference what the rest of them do. . . . The present man 
in the White House is the man we’ll vote for. And he’s the one to be 
elected and he ought to be.” Unfortunately, this vote of confidence 
came only eleven days before LBJ announced he was dropping out of 
the race. Despite Truman’s optimism, the meager victory Johnson 
eked out in the March New Hampshire primary prompted his exit 
from the campaign. With Johnson’s egress, Truman rallied behind 
Humphrey, becoming honorary chair of a committee to push the vice 
president’s candidacy. Humphrey later made a pilgrimage to Indepen¬ 
dence, Missouri, where he hoped a little of Truman’s 1948 mystique 
might rub off Humphrey needed the boost and even joked 
self-deprecatingly, “Let’s be candid. My campaign . . . has not peaked 
too soon.” 


LBJ Retreats to teie Ranch 

-ese- 

By 1972 there were two former presidents, Harry Truman and Lyn¬ 
don Johnson, but general infirmity (in the former) and severe exhaus¬ 
tion (in the latter) prevented both men from participating. Not that 
the eventual nominee, George McGovern, seriously solicited the ser¬ 
vices of either; the policies of both men stood in marked contrast to 
McGovern’s progressive platform. Truman sat out the campaign 
entirely—the heart of the primary season coincided with his eighty- 
eighth birthday celebration—but he was able to make his views 
known to others. After a private visit with Truman in April, Averell 
Harriman told the press that Truman believed “the most important 
thing now is to make sure Mr. Nixon is a one-term president.” Truman 
died in December, before Nixon was sworn in for his abortive second 


term. 
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LBJ’s public role narrowed to near nonexistence after he left the 
White House; he retreated to his ranch, and into an insular world 
pierced only by those closest to him. With the Vietnam War still ongo¬ 
ing, the Democratic establishment was certainly keeping its distance. 
Johnson wasn’t welcome at the Miami Beach convention; his photo¬ 
graph was absent from the usual gallery of former Democratic presi¬ 
dents; and it was not until Ted Kennedy’s late convention speech that 
his name was even mentioned. Jack Valenti, LBJ’s former adviser, bri¬ 
dled at the omission: “President Johnson was a non-person, expunged 
from the Democratic Party with the same kind of scouring effective¬ 
ness that Marxist revisionists used to rewrite Communist history.” 
McGovern and his party were running away from Johnson as hard as 
they were running against Nixon. 

Then, seemingly out of the blue, McGovern made a volte-face 
and paid a visit to Johnson’s ranch. That LBJ accepted McGovern’s 
request for a meeting was an event in itself Perhaps McGovern as¬ 
sumed that he had the anti-Johnson Democrats’ vote securely locked 
up, and that those who’d turned to Nixon in 1968 would turn back if 
he played his cards right. Maybe he was trying to regain some legiti¬ 
macy after a series of blunders—from the imbroglio over the vice 
presidency, when he was forced to drop Thomas Eagleton for Sargent 
Shriver, to his contention that South Vietnam would go Communist 
immediately following the November election. Whatever the case, 
after months of relentless attacks on the former president, McGovern 
emerged from a three-hour steak dinner with Johnson to declare the 
visit “one of the most treasured moments of my life.” 

It’s hard to fathom who could have been fooled by such an admis¬ 
sion. But Johnson must have taken some comfort in the fact that 
McGovern, who had laid into him so venomously, now saw fit to treat 
him “with affection and respect.” He responded by offering the nom¬ 
inee counsel on key issues, advising him not to slash the defense bud¬ 
get and to shelve any plans of raising taxes. 
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Nixon Returns 

—esee— 

In America’s bicentennial year, the only living former president, Rich¬ 
ard Nixon, was in the early stages of his arduous rehabilitation. His 
highly touted return trip to China that winter eclipsed Gerald Ford’s 
unsuccessful sojourn to the PRC several months before. Ford’s cam¬ 
paign to remain president of the United States was complicated by his 
ex-boss. During the summer convention season, Ronald Reagan, the 
insurgent candidate of the ’76 campaign, deliberately floated the 
Nixon liability issue. The specter of the former president was ines¬ 
capable, and Ford was boxed into defending something he would 
have preferred to avoid. Nixon’s absence from the riveting Kansas 
City convention—the last Republican summit in which the prima¬ 
ries did not determine the candidate—was conspicuous, if under¬ 
standable (Pat Nixon had suffered a debilitating stroke in July, 
which would have kept Nixon away in any event). An early draft of 
the GOP platform praised Nixon’s China diplomacy, but that was 
quickly excised. A Ford spokesman gave the party line: “We’re try¬ 
ing to forget Richard Nixon, not memorialize him.” The man who 
four years earlier led the GOP to its largest victory ever was now a 
nonentity. 

Throughout the fall, Nixon’s name was verboten in Ford’s cam¬ 
paign. (Across the political aisle, Jimmy Carter was happy to remind 
people.) Unless cornered. Ford described Nixon simply as “my prede¬ 
cessor,” or worse, “Lyndon Johnson’s successor.” Then, weeks before 
the election, in a paid broadcast interview with the sports personality 
Joe Garagiola, Ford let loose. Responding to a question about the dif¬ 
ference between the Nixon and Ford presidencies. Ford answered 
sharply, “Joe, there’s one very fundamental difference. Under Presi¬ 
dent Ford there’s not any imperial White House, which means there’s 
no pomp, there’s no ceremony, there’s no dictatorial authority.” It was 
a calculated risk: if he wanted any chance at victory. Ford knew he 
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had to confront the Nixon issue head-on. Yet too little time had 
passed since Watergate, and Ford fell short. 

Richard Nixon’s calculated climb back to respectability was on ex¬ 
hibit during the 1980 campaign. In February, he moved into a twelve- 
room, six-fireplace town house on New York’s East Sixty-fifth Street that 
had formerly been owned by Judge Learned Eland. That spring he pub¬ 
lished The Real War, one of his many tracts on foreign policy. Teeming 
with Nixonian nostrums clearly intended for Jimmy Carter—“You can 
never reject the use of force,” “You can never let a terrorist think you 
don’t have any other recourse except diplomatic protest”—Nixon blasted 
the president for his failures with Afghanistan and Iran. Nixon also pre¬ 
dicted that by 1985, Russia would have “unquestioned nuclear superior¬ 
ity, overwhelming superiority on the ground, and at least equality at 
sea.” (As it happened, 1985 was the year Gorbachev came to power.) 

That year’s Republican candidate, Ronald Reagan, admired the 
book’s tough-minded detente policies. Although he rarely saw Rea¬ 
gan in person, Nixon exerted an influence on his campaign via a num¬ 
ber of Reagan aides who had worked in the Nixon administration, 
among them Richard Allen, Lyn Nofziger, William Casey, and John 
Sears. Brimming with self-confidence, Nixon was ready to intercede 
on behalf of partisan interests. After the independent candidate in 
1980, John Anderson, slighted Reagan for his absence of foreign af¬ 
fairs credentials, Nixon jumped to Reagan’s defense; and when the 
New York Times questioned Reagan’s travel experience abroad, Nixon 
penned his first-ever letter to the editor to correct the paper. 

Despite Nixon’s foreign policy-based overtures, he remained 
conspicuously banished from July’s nominating convention. One jour¬ 
nalist reported that “Nixon’s name is never mentioned. Elis poster 
adorns no wall. Elis acts are never recalled. Elis campaign buttons are 
not for sale.” Even Pat Buchanan, Nixon’s former speechwriter, held 
his nose and conceded, “This is a forward-looking party now.” The 
consensus that Nixon had cost Ford the 1976 election stanched all 
public references to the former president. 
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At the summer convention in Detroit, few expected the exhilarat¬ 
ing times that were to come. In a unique moment, a former president— 
Gerald Ford—engaged in a heady negotiation about becoming his 
party’s vice-presidential nominee. Though some Republicans consid¬ 
ered a Reagan-Ford ticket a “dream team,” the deal was scotched when 
Ford apparently demanded a kind of copresidency arrangement. Once 
the delicate negotiations fell through. Ford actively campaigned for 
Reagan—despite the fact that Reagan had done him no favors in the 
tight election four years earlier. Taking a page from Carter’s 1976 play- 
book, Ford cited the misery index (a combination of inflation and un¬ 
employment rates), which Carter had employed to great effect against 
him. “If twelve percent was good enough to get Jerry Ford out of the 
White House,” Ford said, “then twenty percent is plenty reason to do 
the same to Jimmy Carter now.” 

By 1984, Richard Nixon’s lost years were approaching their termi¬ 
nus. Seventy-one years old, a full decade beyond his pained resigna¬ 
tion, Nixon was now a wealthy man and a recognized voice in foreign 
affairs. Aware of his success and yet sensitive to the needs of his party, 
he readily assumed the role of eminence grise, giving off-camera 
counsel and guidance to all comers. Resigned to his lightning-rod sta¬ 
tus, Nixon voluntarily skipped that year’s Dallas convention, saving 
the party the chore of failing to invite him. Nixon may have installed 
himself as a senior statesman, but his visage still didn’t play well on 
national television. 

Gerald Ford was also keeping a low profile. The former president 
was enlisted to provide primary support to some Senate candidates— 
notably his former commerce secretary, Elliot Richardson, who ran an 
unsuccessful campaign in Massachusetts—but Ford did little more. 
Arguably, his greatest contribution to the party in 1984 was to an¬ 
nounce that it “would be in the best interest” of the Republicans if 
Nixon were to apologize for Watergate. Astutely shying away from his 
substantive differences with the GOP on social issues. Ford focused 
instead on bread-and-butter concerns, hailing President Reagan for 
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his “fairness” and his success in reducing inflation and the prime in¬ 
terest rate. Ford also got in some uncharacteristically mean-spirited 
digs, remarking that the Democratic nominee, Walter Mondale, and 
his party believed “America’s future belongs to the wishers, the wast¬ 
ers, the wanters, the whiners and the weak.” It was all gravy, of 
course; that year Ronald Reagan needed little help in gaining a sec¬ 
ond term. 


Carter Falls, Then Rises 

-essee- 

At the 1982 Democratic midterm convention in Philadelphia, two 
years after his defeat at the hands of Reagan, Jimmy Carter was snark- 
ily described as receiving “about as much respect as a Toyota dealer 
in Detroit.” Two years later, his name still calling up images of defeat 
and dithering impotence, he played only a minor part in the ’84 cam¬ 
paign. Democrats debated how to employ Carter gingerly during that 
July’s San Francisco convention without banishing him entirely. 
Carter, too, was sheepish about the prospect. “I would hope I would 
not be a detriment to anybody,” he said, “particularly the ticket.” Af¬ 
ter first offering him a humiliating extra-early time slot, the organizers 
arranged to move the former president to prime time. Carter obliged 
with a speech that was short on minutes but long on human rights. 
Shunned during the autumn campaign. Carter immersed himself in 
his newest project—helping Flabitat for Flumanity build houses on 
New York’s Lower East Side and elsewhere. 

By the end of the decade, Jimmy Carter’s stock had begun to rise 
perceptibly. Indeed, almost all the Democratic candidates in 1988— 
the “seven dwarfs,” as they were dubbed—paid their respects to him. 
Carter was even drafted to perform his signature mediational work to 
repair preconvention fissures between Michael Dukakis and that 
year’s runner-up for the nomination, Jesse Jackson. Carter’s capacity 
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to bring people to the table was critical to getting the Democrats to 
fall in line. Though even he admitted that “I still have a ways to go,” 
Carter had returned to the fold. 

The 1988 convention was held in Atlanta, Georgia, giving the for¬ 
mer president a symbolic boost and ensuring him of a choice speaking 
slot before his hometown fans. Exploiting the opportunity. Carter was 
only too eager to play to the audience and slam President Reagan’s 
record. During those heady days of Gorbachev fever. Carter sug¬ 
gested that “It is a sad situation when a Soviet leader has a better im¬ 
age around the world than the President of the United States.” But 
though buoyed by polls suggesting that primary voters had a favorable 
impression of him. Carter was still reluctant to stump for Dukakis. 
Claiming that former presidents should avoid active campaigning. 
Carter said it was better to look toward the future “and not go back 
eight or ten years to a previous president and resurrect old issues.” 

For the GOP, Carter’s redemption had no bearing on its calcula¬ 
tions; tarring the ex-president remained a staple of the party’s play- 
book. Carter’s nasty swipe at George H. W. Bush’s masculinity (he 
called him “kind of effeminate” and “silly”) amplified the Republi¬ 
cans’ thunder. To hit-man political consultant Lee Atwater, Democratic 
nominee Michael Dukakis was dismissed as a “northern-fried Jimmy 
Carter.” Carter’s own convention speech included a joke that refer¬ 
enced both his own 1976 campaign slogan and George Bush’s jibes; 
“My name is Jimmy Carter and I’m not running for President. Did 
you hear that, George.^” 

While Republicans pounded away at Carter, one Republican 
ex-president took the high road. During the 1988 contest, Gerald Ford 
and Jimmy Carter established the American Agenda, a forum de¬ 
signed to advance a policy dialogue about the most pressing needs for 
the next administration. In one of his many postpresidential appeals 
across the aisle. Ford put the long-term interest of resolving intracta¬ 
ble problems over the short-term gain of simple party stumping. “For 
the first time in the nation’s history,” Carter said, “we’ll have a bipar- 
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tisan effort to help heal the political divisions of our election process.” 
Though Ford’s and Carter’s efforts would have little influence on the 
George H. W. Bush administration, their cooperation spoke volumes 
about the former presidents’ capacity to transcend party identity. 


A Splintering GOP 

—esee— 

Richard Nixon was never particularly happy with George Bush as a 
candidate. He considered the former CIA director effete and unin¬ 
spired, lacking “independence” and “drive” and “trapped by the es¬ 
tablishment.” But once Bob Dole dropped out and there was no one 
else to throw his support behind, Nixon backed Bush by default. At 
the summer’s GOP convention in the New Orleans Superdome, Bush 
delivered his “thousand points of light” speech, with its hollow pledge; 
“Read my lips—no new taxes.” Yet again, Richard Nixon was absent. 
Fourteen years after Nixon’s resignation, the party continued to keep 
its distance. Nixon himself was finally back on the Sunday news pro¬ 
grams after a twenty-year hiatus, but he remained unwelcome at the 
party’s main event. Still, not everyone had Nixonitis; the former pres¬ 
ident fielded two dozen requests from congressional and other politi¬ 
cal candidates seeking his presence, and the American Society of 
Newspaper Editors—an organization he’d once fought bitterly— 
invited him to their annual gathering. 

The presidential contest of 1992 was a swan song for both Nixon 
(who died in 1994) and Reagan (who carried on another dozen years). 
In a contest that spotlighted a shaken Republican Party, GOP candi¬ 
date Pat Buchanan stirred up angry conservatives by decrying the 
alleged wantonness of American culture and firing away at both Japa¬ 
nese investment in the United States and free trade. Independent 
candidate Ross Perot, a down-home-speaking Texas billionaire traf¬ 
ficking in a similar economic populism, spent $80 million to garner 
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19 percent of the vote. With the Cold War formally over and the Rea¬ 
gan era nearly concluded, new fault lines began to appear in a splin¬ 
tering Republican Party. 

Ronald Reagan endorsed his former vice president early on, a 
week before the New Hampshire primary. But Reagan’s gravitas was 
barely enough to still the Buchanan challenge: Bush eked out a nar¬ 
row victory against Buchanan in the Granite State. The next month, 
Reagan made headlines by dismissing Bush’s chances in California 
in the general election, reportedly saying, “He doesn’t seem to 
stand for anything.” Bush didn’t believe his former boss could have 
said such a thing, but the story ran. Recalling Ike’s remarks about 
Nixon in 1960, Reagan’s comment pointed to an emptiness in his 
long-serving foot soldier, and his words threw ice water on the in¬ 
cumbent’s campaign. 

After a summer spent white-water rafting in Wyoming and receiv¬ 
ing thumbs-up at his Mayo Clinic physical, Reagan gave what would be 
his final major public address at August’s Republican convention in 
Houston. Thanks partially to the ongoing Iran-Contra investigation, 
Reagan’s overall popularity was at a low ebb, but the former president 
retained godlike status among his fellow conservatives. His convention 
speech was vintage Reagan: homespun, cliche-laden, and factually im¬ 
precise. Refering to a celebrated campaign barb four years earlier, Rea¬ 
gan joked about Bill Clinton: “This fellow they’ve nominated claims 
he’s the new Thomas Jefferson. Well, let me tell you something. I knew 
Thomas Jefferson ... and Governor, you’re no Thomas Jefferson.” Ral¬ 
lying the troops, he stressed that “We need George Bush,” and “I warmly, 
genuinely, wholeheartedly, support [his] re-election.” And when he told 
the crowd in closing, “Goodbye and God bless each and every one of 
you,” the Washington Post presciently wrote that the “goodbye” suggested 
“a haunting aura of finality.” 

Marring Reagan’s address was one embarrassing factual error. The 
former president cited a sermonizing Abraham Lincoln saying, “You 
cannot help the wage earner by pulling down the wage payer. You can- 
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not help the poor by destroying the rich. You cannot help permanently 
by doing for them what they could and should do for themselves.” The 
passage evoked effectively the Algeresque bootstrap-pulling of the 
Reagan era. The only problem is that Lincoln never said it. Lincoln 
scholars quickly pointed out the quote’s spuriousness; the words actu¬ 
ally belonged to a Pennsylvania minister, John Henry Boetcker, born 
seven years after Lincoln’s assassination. 

Despite the mistake, Reagan’s speech had its ennobling moments: 
“Whether we come from poverty or wealth; whether we are Afro- 
American or Irish-American; Christian or Jewish . . . we are all equal 
in the eyes of God,” he said. “But as Americans, that is not enough. 
We must be equal in the eyes of each other.” Confronting head-on the 
cultural-warfare rage behind Pat Buchanan’s campaign, which had 
excited isolationist, America-first devotees—“There is a religious war 
going on in our country for the soul of America,” Buchanan crowed— 
Reagan’s words stood as a peace offering. Buchanan’s long and over- 
the-top address (“the speech probably sounded better in the original 
German,” Molly Ivins famously cracked) bumped the eighty-one-year- 
old Great Communicator out of prime-time viewing on the East Coast. 

Holding true to his moderate convictions and recommending 
caution to Buchanan’s fire-eaters, Gerald Ford also addressed the conven¬ 
tion, questioning the political wisdom behind the far-right backlash. The 
most conservative Republicans “are losing a chance to continue policies 
that have been reasonably close to their goal,” Ford said. “And they ought 
to understand that a Clinton election is going to roadblock ninety percent 
of what they believe in. .. . For them to be so critical and threaten to 
sit out the election is very, very shortsighted.” Blasting media attitudes 
that assumed Bush was “done” or “kaput” at the convention. Ford’s con¬ 
vention speech offered nothing groundbreaking. His sole public advice 
during the campaign was given a month earlier, when he recommended 
that Bush wipe his economic advisers’ slate clean—the economy in that 
year’s second quarter had grown by an anemic 1.4 percent—to confront 
the fallout directly. Bush ignored the former president’s counsel. 
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After being rebuffed at four conventions, Richard Nixon finally re¬ 
ceived an invitation to come to Houston. He opted instead to vacation 
in Montauk, New York. In a race he called “the dullest of them all, with 
the most vapid candidates,” Nixon reserved his harshest words for his 
former speechwriter Pat Buchanan: “He’s so extreme; he’s over there 
with the nuts. Attacking the gays was wrong, wrong, wrong. Besides, 
they vote too.” A week before the general elections, Ronald Reagan as¬ 
sailed Democrats for their alleged pessimism: “Today we hear the 
voice of the Doomsday Democrats who gave us the turmoil of the 
1960s and the malaise of the 1970s. To hear the Democratic politicians, 
things are so bad that down at McDonald’s even the Happy Meals are 
depressed.” 

Unlike the northerners Walter Mondale and Michael Dukakis 
who ran on the Democratic ticket in the 1980s, southerner Bill Clin¬ 
ton in 1992 wasn’t discomfited by Jimmy Carter’s stumping for him. 
After a dalliance with Paul Tsongas in March, Carter endorsed Clin¬ 
ton in April, giving the Arkansas governor a lift. With integrity lapses 
dogging his public profile, Clinton needed the credibility boost, and 
Carter’s perceived honesty proved helpful. At the summer’s conven¬ 
tion, Carter gave a well-received address that focused on the domestic 
ills plaguing American society: poverty, homelessness, violent crime, 
and unemployment. Using his native city of Atlanta as an example of 
the dramatic polarization between haves and have-nots, he stirred the 
audience: “This is a great city in America and not the slums of Haiti, 
Bangladesh or Uganda. And this has got to change.” 


Again Clinton 
-essee- 

Seeking reelection in 1996, Bill Clinton couldn’t count on another 
electrifying Carter speech. After his less than inspired relationship 
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with the president during Clinton’s first term in office, Carter blew off 
the convention, relaxing instead with Ted Turner and Jane Fonda on 
their Montana ranch. In a strangely emotionless statement. Carter 
explained, “I have participated in the last three conventions when we 
did not have an incumbent president to reelect, but will now follow 
the custom established during the past forty years by other Demo¬ 
cratic Presidents, including Harry Truman, who only attended the 
first convention after he left office.” Many attributed Carter and Clin¬ 
ton’s lukewarm relationship to Carter’s foreign policy adventurism and 
high-end moralism. (One former Clinton State Department official 
summarized the former president’s doings thusly: “Carter was a major 
pain in the ass.”) 

With Nixon dead and Reagan incapacitated by Alzheimer’s dis¬ 
ease, in 1996 the Republican ex-presidential baton was passed to 
George H. W. Bush (though Jerry Ford was still on call where neces¬ 
sary). Bush remained largely invisible during the Clinton-Dole 
face-off, perhaps already thinking ahead to the possible nomination of 
his son in the 2000 race. (At that point it was Florida governor Jeb 
Bush, not his older brother, George, who was most often cited as 
presidential timber.) The elder Bush made a passing appearance at 
the convention, which nevertheless helped blunt the residual traces of 
Buchananite dogma that had punctured GOP unity the last time 
around. In an obvious gibe against the elements in his own party that 
had worked to undo him four years earlier. Bush declared that “lead¬ 
ership means standing against the voices of isolation and protection¬ 
ism.” And in a thinly veiled attack on the Clintons, he added, “It 
breaks my heart when the White House is demeaned,” introducing 
his wife, Barbara, as “a woman who unquestionably upheld the honor 
of the White House.” But Bush’s low blows were not enough to sway 
conservative voters to Dole; the forty-first president’s bold letter to 
the NRA, announcing that he was quitting the lobbying group, put a 
screeching halt to the very notion. 


224 / Citizen-in-Chief 


Father and Son 
—esee— 

Like the elderly John Adams, who rooted for John Quincy Adams 
with paternal adulation from his Massachusetts home, one hundred 
and seventy-six years later George H. W. Bush played a modest role 
in his son’s first presidential campaign. The former president was gen¬ 
erally cautious in speaking to the press during the campaign, but oc¬ 
casionally his close-to-the-surface resentment got the best of him. 
Early in the 2000 contest, when reporters mused that the Bush family 
could become a Kennedy-like dynasty, the former president fumed, 
“That really irks me. We’re not like them. We don’t do press about 
everything, and we certainly don’t see ourselves as a dynasty. . . . We 
don’t feel entitled to anything.” The ex-president preferred to com¬ 
pare his son with the younger President Adams. “What kind of fellow 
was Quincy.^” Bush asked. “Was he an aristocrat, or was he as good a 
guy as George.?” 

Weeks before the Philadelphia GOP convention. Bush senior of¬ 
fered some pointed remarks about George W.’s campaign in a Ken- 
nebunkport interview. On the subject of foreign policy, he claimed 
that his son “knows every bit as much about it as Clinton did,” but 
quickly resisted commenting further on George W.’s plans: “I literally 
don’t go into the analysis of these issues. ... I don’t give a damn. Pm 
out of it. Pm out of it. And I don’t do television and I don’t do inter¬ 
views.” This was, of course, a stretch: the former president agreed to 
several strategically timed interviews, including Larry King, using 
them to prick George W.’s opponent. In one example. Bush disingenu¬ 
ously suggested that “I’m not here to attack George’s opponent at all,” 
then proceeded to point out that A1 Gore had claimed he remembered 
a union song from childhood that had actually been written many 
years later. Bush chalked up Gore’s mistake to a failure in character. 

George H. W. Bush made at least two key contributions to the 
2000 race in the early autumn: the selection of his secretary of de- 
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fense, Dick Cheney, as his son’s running mate, and the massaging of 
the overall structure for debates (the ex-president largely looked down 
on debates as “show business”). Yet these efforts don’t hold a candle 
to the support he and his allies offered during America’s most severe 
modern electoral crisis. James Baker, one of George H. W. Bush’s clos¬ 
est political associates, was the obvious choice to become the younger 
Bush’s chief legal adviser and public spokesperson during the fallout 
over the Florida votes, and was critical in helping to ensure that the 
Supreme Court intervened in the recount. No less important was Jeb 
Bush’s on-the-ground presence as governor of the state at the storm’s 
center. When the press attacked Jeb in the midst of the fallout, his 
father exhaled, “I tell you as a dad; some of what has been said about 
him, questioning him, just kills me.” 

The convulsive events of September 11, 2001, less than eight 
months after George W. Bush took office, led to a decisive shift away 
from the comparatively pragmatic politics and ideas of Bush pere to 
an aggressively pursued right-wing agenda. George H. W. Bush’s in¬ 
fluence diminished in the face of his son’s neoconservative reaction to 
the attacks. During the 2004 New York City GOP convention, the 
first President Bush declined a speaking role, preferring to leave mat¬ 
ters to his granddaughters and daughter-in-law, but was present to 
cheer on his son’s reelection nomination. 

The elder Bush did stumble his way through an interview with 
Jim Lehrer of the PBS NewsHour. When asked whether the Iraqi 
people were better off when Saddam Hussein was in office, he heat¬ 
edly replied, “Do you really think that’s what we ought to have.^ And 
I went to do a show yesterday and I said you know, somebody ought 
to ask this awful Michael Moore, this—you know who I’m talking 
about, horrible guy—and ought to ask him. ... So they went and 
asked him and he kind of hedged around; he didn’t say, no, we ought 
to have Saddam Hussein back. So I think if you phrased the question 
that way, there’s plenty of support for the president, but if, you know, 
are you troubled by the way things are; there are these divisions.” 
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Jimmy Carter spoke with greater clarity in addressing what he 
saw as the abysmal failures in the ongoing war in Iraq. “I never have 
believed that Saddam Hussein was a direct threat to the security of 
the United States or Great Britain or China or Japan or Australia,” 
Carter said. “You could list fifty countries in the world that don’t have 
democracies, and it would be better if they all had democracies. But 
to attack a country almost unilaterally and waste away the almost uni¬ 
versal global support and friendship and alliances that we had after the 
tragedy of 9/11 is what has been done.” 

At the 2004 Democratic convention’s opening night. Bill Clinton 
tried to prop up nominee John Kerry’s military bona fides; “During 
the Vietnam War, many young men, including the current president, the 
vice president and me, could have gone to Vietnam and didn’t,” Clin¬ 
ton said. “John Kerry came from a privileged background. He could 
have avoided going too. But instead he said, ‘Send me.’” Speaking 
the same night as Clinton, Jimmy Carter piled it on. John Kerry, he 
affirmed, “showed up when assigned to duty. With our allies dis¬ 
united, the world resenting us, and the Middle East ablaze, we need 
John Kerry to restore life to the global war against terrorism.” And, 
riffing once again on his famous tagline. Carter said, “My name is 
Jimmy Carter, and I’m not running for president. But here’s what I 
will be doing: everything I can to put John Kerry in the White House 
with John Edwards right there beside him.” 

In the fall campaign. Carter urged Kerry to press home the mes¬ 
sage of a failed war; “I think that’s the issue that Kerry has to pursue, 
because, in my opinion. President Bush has not been honest with the 
American people.” Clinton was sidelined by probably the only thing 
outside of deliberate snubbing that would preclude him from partici¬ 
pating in a Democratic political contest: open heart surgery. But even 
a September quadruple bypass didn’t keep him down for long. To¬ 
ward the end of October, Clinton willingly took to the hustings for 
Kerry, planting himself in key battleground spots like Arkansas that 
Gore had lost four years earlier. Trading on his down-home image. 
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Clinton said, “Let’s just shell down the corn here and talk about some 
things no other Democrat can talk about, but heck, I ain’t running for 
anything.” He then asked the rhetorical question “How come we’re 
not winning in Arkansas by the same margin I did.^” 


Hillary Clinton and the 2008 Race 
—esee— 

Clinton’s eleventh-hour barnstorming for the stiff John Kerry proved 
too little too late. But ultimately it was a mere dry run for his most 
significant ex-presidential political engagement: becoming the 
front-and-center impresario for his wife’s campaign in the 2008 na¬ 
tional contest, following her hugely successful pit-stop reelection as 
the U.S. senator from New York. 

The sometimes acrimonious, occasionally venomous, and always 
fraught primary season found Clinton at his best—and worst. To be 
sure, Clinton’s presence in several key states provided a galvanizing 
boost to his wife’s political standing. But the would-be first husband also 
made a series of incendiary comments that got him relegated to a back- 
stage presence from time to time during the campaign. One of the low 
points came after Barack Obama beat Senator Clinton in the South 
Carolina primary, when Clinton insensitively compared Obama’s show¬ 
ing to that of an earlier era’s civil rights leader: “Jesse Jackson won South 
Carolina in ’84 and ’88. Jackson ran a good campaign. And Obama ran a 
good campaign here.” Such tin-eared comments spread like brushfire on 
new viral media like YouTube, making the 2008 race substantively dif¬ 
ferent even from its immediate predecessor. 

Clinton’s flubs were shocking, especially coming from a man long 
touted as America’s consummate politician. The former president had 
earned any number of criticisms over the years, but racism was never 
one of them. The unexpectedly challenging primary season his wife 
encountered seemed to have flared Bill Clinton’s temper and unleashed 
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one of his signature behavioral flaws; finger-wagging. All who dared 
buck Hillary Clinton’s campaign—former devotee Bill Richardson 
among them—found themselves receiving a tongue-lashing from the 
former president. 

Clinton’s example raises the question of whether a former presi¬ 
dent who has scaled the heights of humanitarian righteousness can 
damage his credibility by reentering the political battlefield—and yet 
regain his footing in some future venue. As we’ve seen, American 
postpresidential history contains plenty of fall-from-grace and reha¬ 
bilitation narratives—but one is hard-pressed to think of another 
ex-president who has had to make so many comebacks as Bill Clinton. 
At the end of the 2008 primary season, Clinton declared that this “may 
be the last day I’m ever involved in a campaign of this kind.” Only 
time will tell. 

As for George H. W. Bush, once John McCain became the party’s 
presumptive nominee, the forty-first president stood shoulder to shoulder 
with him at a Houston airport hangar photo op and offered his unquali¬ 
fied endorsement. “No one is better prepared to lead our nation at these 
trying times than Senator John McCain,” he said, perhaps forgetting that 
his own son was still responsible for leading the nation as he spoke. 

Early on, in the winter of 2007, Jimmy Carter had expressed a 
desire to support another member of the Nobel Prize fraternity: for¬ 
mer vice president A1 Gore. “If A1 should decide to run—which I’m 
afraid he won’t—I would support [him]. His burning issue now is 
global warming and preventing it. He can do infinitely more to ac¬ 
complish that goal as the incumbent in the White House than he can 
making even movies that get—you know, that get Oscars.” Carter’s 
faith in the powers of the office was not enough to convince Gore to 
take the plunge. Carter—who once candidly told Playboy that he had 
lusted in his heart—had a strangely ardent reaction to Barack Obama’s 
candidacy, saying that observing Obama’s success had been “extraor¬ 
dinary and titillating for me and my family.” Carter endorsed Obama 
the day he went over the top in delegates. 



A RETURN TO POLITICS 


There is a lure in power. It can get into a man’s blood just as gambling 
and lust for money have been known to do. 

Harry S. Truman 

My hat’s in the ring. The fight is on and I’m stripped to the buff. 

Theodore Roosevelt 

Perhaps it is the comfort and dignity and power without worry I like. 

William Howard Taft on the Supreme Court 


A lthough it hasn’t happened in nearly a century, American 
history offers striking examples of former heads of state seeking 
another shot at the Oval Office. Several of America’s past presidents 
viewed a return to politics as the surest way to regain influence. 
Among these, the most significant must be Teddy Roosevelt’s intoxi¬ 
cating Bull Moose third-party run of 1912. Impressive for its challenge 
to the Republican establishment and its intensifying effect on the 
nexus between ideas and public policy, TR’s intervention set the 
stage for the most thrilling contest in American presidential history. 




230 / Citizen-in-Chief 


Other, less well-remembered third-party attempts, including Martin 
Van Buren’s Free Soil and Millard Fillmore’s Know-Nothing cam¬ 
paigns, are reminders of the troubled social currents of antebellum 
America. And the one successful repeat effort has made Grover Cleve¬ 
land, the sole president to garner two nonconsecutive terms of of¬ 
fice, a staple of latter-day presidential trivia. 

Today, the prospect of a modern ex-president returning to the 
White Flouse, Cleveland style, seems unlikely enough; even more 
challenging, though, is the idea that a former president might set his 
sights on another political office. Flaving held the most powerful posi¬ 
tion in the country, how could an ex-president have any interest in a 
less influential post.? Yet America’s postpresidential history is studded 
with instances of presidents looking elsewhere—to Congress, the ju¬ 
diciary, even to local politics—to satisfy their continuing yen for poli¬ 
tics or power. 


A Third Bite at the Apple 

-es»e- 

For a century and a half, the prospect of any president running for a 
third term was a thorny issue in American politics. Though it was man¬ 
dated nowhere in the Constitution, George Washington’s momentous 
decision to step down voluntarily after two terms would have immense 
influence going forward. Yet Washington never intended to make a 
broader statement by his departure: when he returned to Virginia in 
1797, it was largely because he was distressed by the rapid politiciza¬ 
tion and factionalism he was witnessing around him, and felt he could 
no longer function as a truly national leader. But Washington’s exit 
struck a deeper chord in a young republic that still harbored a deep 
fear of monarchy, and cast an enormous symbolic precedent. 

Although Washington made a decisive farewell address, some Fed¬ 
eralist leaders urged him to reconsider. A year before the 1800 election. 
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Connecticut governor John Trumbull tried to draft the former president 
to return to office. Trumbull voiced the anxieties of many of his col¬ 
leagues, panicked that a Jefferson triumph would result in “a French 
President” coming to power. Hardened by the political realities of the 
day, Washington was skeptical that he could be seen as a unifying 
leader. “I am thoroughly convinced,” he wrote, that “I should not draw 
a single vote from the anti-federal side.” He refused to give the sugges¬ 
tion serious consideration. “It would be criminal,” he told Trumbull, 
“to accept an office under this conviction.” The opposition was so 
fiercely determined to regain power, he judged, that even if it should 
“set up a broomstick and call it a true son of liberty, a democrat, or give 
it any other epithet that will suit their purpose ... it will command their 
votes in toto.” Were he even to entertain the notion, Washington was 
convinced, “I should be charged not only with irresolution, but with 
concealed ambition which waits only an occasion to blaze out; and, in 
short, with dotage and imbecility.” His mind was made up. 

Eight decades passed before a former U.S. president would contem¬ 
plate a third-term run. U. S. Grant might well have accepted renomina¬ 
tion for a third term in 1876, but his party was unable to unify behind his 
candidacy. (Grant tried to play it cool, saying, “I do not want it any more 
than I did the first.”) After a two-and-a-half-year worldwide journey, 
however. Grant arrived home in September 1879 to a rousing ground- 
swell of support for another run. Finding Rutherford B. Hayes’s civil 
service reforms intolerable, a so-called Stalwart faction within the GOP 
emerged to call for another Grant administration. But not all Republi¬ 
cans were enthusiastic. Grant’s eight years as president had polluted his 
heroic Civil War reputation, and his detractors were determined to block 
his return to Pennsylvania Avenue, going so far as to introduce constitu¬ 
tional amendments prohibiting a third term for any president. 

Grant was attracted to the notion, but remained circumspect, 
preferring others to put out feelers for him. His wife, Julia Dent 
Grant, tried to persuade her unwilling spouse to make the trip to 
Chicago for the Republican convention. “How I entreated him to go on 
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Sunday night and appear on the floor at the convention on Monday 
morning—but no! He said he would rather cut off his right hand,” she 
recalled. “I said: ‘Do you not desire success.?’ ‘Well, yes, of course,’ he 
said, ‘since my name is up, I would rather be nominated, but I will do 
nothing to further that end.’ ” 

The idea of a Grant candidacy troubled and divided Republican 
Party loyalists. They debated the legacy of his first two terms as 
president; Should he be remembered for two terms of graft and mis¬ 
rule or for resolutely preserving party unity and safeguarding Recon¬ 
struction.? Helpfully for Grant’s advocates, the former president’s 
cosmopolitan travels throughout Europe, the Far East, South Asia, 
and the Middle East were covered in thrilling fashion by the New York 
Herald, and the public devoured the dispatches, renewing their fasci¬ 
nation with him. Grant’s longtime aide Adam Badeau argued that the 
ex-president’s trip abroad had made him a more capable and attractive 
candidate for another presidential run, as it had increased his mastery 
of the world and his skills at diplomacy. And Grant’s great patron. 
Senator Roscoe Conkling, expressed his confidence that “nothing but 
an act of God could prevent Grant’s nomination.” 

But other Grant supporters believed that the former president had 
ended his travels too soon, that instead of arriving home nine months 
before the Republican convention, he should have extended his trip 
until the last moment to preserve his allure. The months that fol¬ 
lowed saw a resurgence of criticism of his graft-addled administration, 
diluting the favorable feedback he’d received during his time away. 
Despite the obstacles, however. Grant came closer to winning a 
third-term major-party nomination than any other ex-president in his¬ 
tory. At the June Chicago convention, his supporters hung on until the 
thirty-sixth ballot, when the deadlock between him and Maine senator 
James Blaine was broken by the selection of James Garfield as a com¬ 
promise candidate. If Grant had attended the convention, it could 
have made the difference, but the former president refused to appear, 
despite passing through Chicago en route to Milwaukee to address a 
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gathering of the Grand Army of the Republic. Garfield reached the 
magic number of three hundred seventy-nine votes, but Grant had 
come as close as three hundred and seven. 

Twenty years later, some Democrats—especially those who dis¬ 
liked the antigold Nebraska populist William Jennings Bryan—quietly 
hoped that the twenty-second and twenty-fourth president, Grover 
Cleveland, might entertain a third-term nomination and take on Re¬ 
publican incumbent William McKinley in 1900. Comfortably ensconced 
in his retirement in Princeton, New Jersey, Cleveland was hardly yearn¬ 
ing for a third term. Yet some held out hope that his antipathy for Bryan, 
and his growing aversion for McKinley’s policies—the annexation of 
Hawaii, an increase in tariff rates, and the war with Spain among 
them—might move Cleveland to reconsider. There were even Demo¬ 
crats who backed Cleveland simply because he was the only Democrat 
who had made it to the White House since 1856. One letter to the New 
York Times waxed nostalgic about the year of Cleveland’s first win: 
“[Cleveland] is the only statesman we have who would bring order out 
of chaos; rout the Bryanites, McKinleyites, Populists, Prohibitionists, 
expansionists, anti-expansionists, and the good Lord only knows what 
all, and land the old party back to its enviable position of 1884.” But 
Cleveland never really contemplated a return to power; instead, he felt 
the splintered Democratic Party needed a wholesale shake-up. It would 
“never be in winning condition,” Cleveland declared, “until we have 
had a regular knock-down fight among ourselves.” When Bryan once 
again became the nominee, Cleveland steeled himself for what he be¬ 
lieved to be his party’s inevitable fate—running itself into the abyss. 


Jumping Ship: The Third Party 

-es»e- 

Unlike Grant and Cleveland, who faced the prospect of a third cam¬ 
paign with their established party, three ex-presidents dropped their 
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traditional affiliations to gamble on a third-party run. Third parties 
have been generally relegated to the margins of the U.S. political sys¬ 
tem; America’s winner-take-all electoral regime and the fund-raising 
imperatives of running for office have only cemented the role of the 
prevailing two-party structure in American political life. Yet at junc¬ 
tures in American history when the two dominant parties have failed 
to accommodate the political or ideological orientations of a particular 
candidate, third parties have emerged as an alternative. Ironically, the 
first former president to pursue this route was a disappointed architect 
of one of those two parties; Martin Van Buren. 


Leaving the Democrats 

-esse- 

Soundly defeated by William Henry Harrison in his 1840 bid for re- 
election, Martin Van Buren aspired to return to politics, and modestly 
informed the public of his “availability for re-nomination if the party 
wished him to lead it once again.” Two years after his exit. Van Buren 
encountered an unexpected outpouring of affection following a trip 
spanning seven thousand miles around the American South and West. 
His hopes raised, the former president was encouraged once more to 
become the Democratic Party standard-bearer. 

The sitting president, John Tyler, posed no significant obstacle. A 
compromise Democrat who had run as William Henry Harrison’s vice 
president in 1840 to balance the ticket and placate the South, Tyler 
had ascended to the presidency after Harrison’s sudden death and 
hoped to remain in the White House in 1844, but he had precious few 
backers from either side. The Whigs found him intolerable—Harrison’s 
entire cabinet, save Daniel Webster, resigned after Tyler became 
president in 1841—and the Democrats failed to embrace him. He had 
become a man without a party. Nevertheless, together with his secre¬ 
tary of state, states’ rights advocate John C. Calhoun, Tyler was pre- 



A Return to Politics / 235 


pared to make a run for the office on the issue du jour, the annexation 
of Texas and the expansion of slavery. 

Van Buren appeared poised to secure the Democratic nomination. 
But the debate over annexing Texas, which injected the slavery prob¬ 
lem decisively into American politics, stood between him and another 
term. Texas had been an independent republic since its secession 
from Mexico in 1836. Van Buren came out against its immediate in¬ 
corporation into the union, though he meekly left open his support “if 
the people showed they strongly favored it.” After serving during the 
catastrophic panic of 1837, Van Buren worried that annexation could 
cause profound financial strain on the country, not to mention war 
with Mexico. 

Van Buren’s opposition to annexation turned out to be political 
suicide. The decision frayed his relationship with his mentor and pa¬ 
tron, Andrew Jackson, and ultimately cost him Jackson’s backing. 
Jackson soon became the behind-the-scenes power broker of the 1844 
race, switching his allegiance to Van Buren’s would-be vice- 
presidential candidate, James K. Polk, a fellow Tennessean who fa¬ 
vored annexation. Now, instead of Van Buren leading a ticket with 
Polk as his number two, Jackson helped put Polk over the top. (The 
Democratic Party’s convention rules helped Jackson’s cause: even 
though Van Buren nailed down a majority of delegates, a two-thirds 
vote was now required for nomination.) In a bitter postscript to Van 
Buren’s defeat, John Tyler formally annexed the Republic of Texas in 
late February 1845, in one of his final acts as president. 

Assuming that the loss was Van Buren’s swan song, the Demo¬ 
cratic Party offered him their thanks: “We hereby tender to him in his 
honorable retirement, the assurance of the deeply seated confidence, 
affection, and respect of the American Democracy.” Yet Van Buren’s 
political career wasn’t quite finished. Stung by the indictment of his 
anti-Texas stance and the loss of those southern Democratic support¬ 
ers to whom he’d once appealed in the interests of sectional harmony. 
Van Buren was now alienated by many in his party. Having suffered 


236 / Citizen-in-Chief 


bracing defeats with the Democrats in 1840 and 1844, he began to 
question the viability of remaining with the party. 

It would be wrong to assume that Van Buren’s enlightened posi¬ 
tion on Texas turned him into a forceful antislavery voice. Abolition¬ 
ists never ceased questioning the former president’s authenticity; after 
all, Van Buren had opposed eliminating slavery in the District of Co¬ 
lumbia and endorsed the “gag rule” squelching debate on it in Con¬ 
gress. But Van Buren’s return to politics in his native New York kept 
him knee-deep in the slavery predicament. He took a politically op¬ 
portunistic detour when he assumed leadership of the “Barnburners,” 
an antislavery Democratic faction that rejected the acquisition of new 
slave states (and a rival to the “Hunkers,” who soft-pedaled the issue). 
When the Barnburners bolted from the Democrats at the New York 
State convention to help found the Free Soil Party, Martin Van Buren 
became an unlikely protagonist of the new political organization. 

The new party’s Buffalo convention in August 1848 was attended 
by twenty thousand, including such luminaries as Frederick Douglass 
and Walt Whitman. The Free Soilers nominated Van Buren as their 
presidential candidate, with Charles Francis Adams, son of the sixth 
president, as his running mate. With its stirring guarantee of “free soil 
to a free people,” and its bold statement that Congress had “no more 
power to make a slave than to make a king,” the Free Soil Party drew 
considerable support from the antislavery sections of both the Whig 
and Democratic Parties (though its elevated rhetoric stopped short of 
extending social or political rights to freed blacks). 

Van Buren received just under three hundred thousand votes— 
around 10 percent of the overall count—not a bad showing for a ticket 
that was on the ballot only in free states (with the lone exception of 
Virginia, where he amassed a whopping nine votes). Yet Van Buren 
did have an important effect on the race. By coming in second in New 
York and Massachusetts, the Free Soilers likely prevented the Demo¬ 
cratic candidate, Michigan’s Lewis Cass, from besting Zachary Taylor 
in the national race. (For this. Van Buren earned the nickname “Free 
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Spoiler.”) Ironically, the Free Soilers had vilified Cass for appeasing 
the party’s southern wing—the same strategy Van Buren had taken a 
decade earlier. Never truly at home with the antislavery party’s full 
range of positions, Martin Van Buren was merely a transitional leader 
for the movement; by 1852 he had returned comfortably to his Demo¬ 
cratic home—and the Free Soil Party was on its way to being folded 
into another newborn political body: the Republican Party. 


From Whig to Know-Nothing 

—esee— 

That same year saw another prominent New Yorker cast aside by his 
party. Millard Fillmore, who was elected Zachary Taylor’s vice presi¬ 
dent in 1848 and became commander-in-chief at Taylor’s death in 
July 1850, was shunned by the Whigs in 1852, when they nominated 
General Winfield Scott to oppose Franklin Pierce. Following Van Bu- 
ren’s precedent, Fillmore bolted the party to lead a third-party ticket 
in the pivotal election of 1856. 

The institutional base from which Millard Fillmore would at¬ 
tempt his presidential run was the American Party, a nativist political 
organization informally called the Know-Nothings. (According to 
journalists of the time, when members were asked about their party 
activities, they claimed to “know nothing.”) Catalyzed by xenophobic 
regional secret societies like the Order of the Star Spangled Banner, 
the Know-Nothing movement was a reaction to the rapid influx of 
Irish Catholic and German immigrants, nearly 3 million of whom 
came to the United States from 1845 to 1854, more than during the 
previous seven decades combined. The Know-Nothing platform in¬ 
cluded restricting elected office to American-born citizens, requiring 
all public school teachers to be Protestant, and curtailing immigra¬ 
tion, especially from Catholic countries. The party’s high-water mark 
came in 1854, when its membership skyrocketed and Know-Nothing 
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candidates won several major offices, including governorships in Mas¬ 
sachusetts, Connecticut, New Hampshire, Rhode Island, and Ken¬ 
tucky. 

Even at its pinnacle of national attention, however, the American 
Party was always a fringe organization, one whose extremist views ran 
counter to the founding principles of the republic. How did Millard 
Fillmore, a former president, come to associate himself with its xeno¬ 
phobic excesses.? The Know-Nothing Party was not an obvious home 
for Fillmore, and he never fully shared its ideas. By 1856, however, the 
party was in decline. It had moderated its rhetoric from an explicitly 
exclusionary platform to a relatively more acceptable conservatism 
that claimed “saving the union” as its first priority. At the same time, 
Fillmore’s traditional home, the Whig Party, was splintering, with 
many members fleeing to enlist with the new Republican Party. With 
no intention of joining the Republicans—Fillmore associated the 
party with abolitionism—he was politically homeless and in search of 
a vehicle to help him regain influence. Personal factors were also in 
play: after the death of his wife and daughter in the early 1850s, Fill¬ 
more relished the tonic of political attention. When the Know-Nothings 
offered him their party nomination for 1856, he accepted without 
hesitation. 

Although the party’s nativist intolerance had softened by 1856, 
Fillmore still needed to play to its southern base, and some months 
before the election he joined the Order of the Star Spangled Banner 
to bolster his credentials. In several dozen election speeches he 
claimed that “men who come fresh from the monarchies of the old 
world, are prepared neither by education, habits of thought, or knowl¬ 
edge of our institutions, to govern America,” and assailed the “cor¬ 
rupting influence ... of the foreign vote.” More generally, Fillmore 
campaigned on the intrinsic dangers of a Republican win, threatening 
that it would fuel discord and likely lead to civil war. 

Sharing the ticket with Andrew Jackson’s stepson, Andrew Jack- 
son Donelson, Fillmore more than doubled the percentage of Van 
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Buren’s third-party vote eight years earlier, with the bulk of his sup¬ 
port coming from southern Whigs. He received 22 percent of the vote 
and carried the state of Maryland outright, likely taking away enough 
ballots to prevent Republican candidate James Fremont from defeat¬ 
ing James Buchanan. But this would be his final campaign; “I consider 
my political career at an end,” he told a friend, “and [I] have nothing 
further to ask.” 


The Bull Moose 

-essee- 

The greatest third-party run in American history took place more 
than half a century later, when Teddy Roosevelt, after several dis¬ 
gruntled if adventure-filled years on the sidelines of power, came 
roaring back to accept the 1912 nomination for president on the Pro¬ 
gressive ticket. 

Roosevelt had left office after serving out the bulk of William 
McKinley’s second term (McKinley was gunned down in Buffalo in 
late summer 1901) and a full term in his own right after a landslide 
victory in 1904. Declining to run again in 1908, he chose instead to 
entrust the furtherance of his public policies to his hand-picked suc¬ 
cessor, William Howard Taft. 

Not until a certain Arkansan left the ranks of formal power in the 
first days of the twenty-first century was there such skepticism about 
a former chief magistrate fading gently into the postpresidential night. 
In April 1910 Roosevelt categorically refused to run again—“I most 
emphatically desire that I shall not be put in the position of having to 
run for the Presidency, staggering under a load which I cannot 
carry”—but in retrospect that was so much obvious bluster. By the 
second half of that year, Roosevelt was traveling by train throughout 
the South and West, two dozen journalists in tow, broadcasting the 
burgeoning political philosophy of “New Nationalism” inspired by 
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journalist Herbert Croly’s The Promise of American Life. In a decisive 
turn away from the laissez-faire precepts of the Gilded Age, Roosevelt 
spoke of human welfare over property rights and called on the federal 
government to ensure equality of opportunity, security, and justice to 
all. Articulating many of the underlying principles of a welfare state, 
the New Nationalism soon became a key ideological underpinning 
of the Progressive Party—and TR’s sojourn around America became 
one extended stump speech, revealing his forward-thinking vision for 
the country’s future. 

Roosevelt’s broad popularity as a writer gave him further opportu¬ 
nity to share his developing views with the public—including his in¬ 
creasing disaffection with his former protege, William Howard Taft. 
TR used his bully pulpit as an occasional columnist with the weekly 
journal The Outlook to attack Taft on issues ranging from arbitration 
treaties to trust-busting to Taft’s stratagems for securing renomina¬ 
tion. Theories abound as to what compelled Roosevelt to return to for¬ 
mal political life. He craved power, to be sure, but there were other 
likely motivations: Roosevelt had real misgivings about the direction 
that Taft was taking the Republican Party, and may have joined the 
race out of a sense of duty to the GOP. Roosevelt also felt slighted by 
Taft’s lack of gratitude for TR’s prodigious efforts in getting him elected, 
and was enraged when Taft purged much of TR’s former cabinet after 
taking office. Concluding that he’d made a poor judgment in orchestrat¬ 
ing Taft’s 1908 victory, TR set out to achieve political absolution. 

Afraid that Roosevelt might stand for president again, Taft offered 
to give him a role in his administration and to strike particular advis¬ 
ers if TR endorsed his reelection bid. When TR refused, Taft brought 
his institutional power to bear, lobbying to stop Roosevelt from be¬ 
coming temporary chair of the New York State Republican Commit¬ 
tee in 1910, an influential position at the state convention and a useful 
political launching pad. (Roosevelt laughed last, however, as commit¬ 
tee members rejected Taft’s personal choice and selected Roosevelt 
instead.) With his flair for the dramatic, Roosevelt withheld his ulti- 
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mate intentions about running, watching with delight as speculation 
mounted. 

By the winter of 1912, TR’s closest advisers unofficially acknowl¬ 
edged that he was seriously contemplating another presidential bid. 
Soon thereafter Roosevelt made things official. He arranged to be 
drafted by a group of governors who affirmed that he would lead the 
country down the path of New Nationalism, putting his faith in the new 
primary system to galvanize popular support (though he was less con¬ 
fident of his success at the Republican convention). Although many 
states continued to select convention delegates via caucuses, the pri¬ 
mary process was expected to garner huge press coverage—a fact that 
Roosevelt gambled would be in his favor. 

Roosevelt’s awesome popular support catalyzed his triumphs in 
nine of the fourteen Republican primaries held that year, including in 
Taft’s home state of Ohio. By the end of the primary season, however, 
no candidate had amassed enough delegates to put anyone over the 
top. And there was another complicating factor; Taft maintained an 
incumbent’s influence at the convention, especially over the Republi¬ 
can National Committee, whose responsibility it was to apportion 
contested delegates. The result was a victory for Taft and the Repub¬ 
lican establishment. Roosevelt cried foul, thundering against alleged 
fraud, and stormed out of the Chicago convention with a posse of irate 
Progressive backers. 

Capitalizing on his momentum, Roosevelt promptly set about es¬ 
tablishing a new political organization. Dubbed the Bull Moose Party 
after Roosevelt’s boast that he was “as fit as a bull moose,” it split from 
the Republican mainstream, slicing the party in two, and advanced a 
Progressive program that became the cornerstone of TR’s third-party 
presidential campaign. 

At the Bull Moose counterconvention six weeks later—held in 
the same Chicago Coliseum where the Republican convention was 
staged—thousands congregated to usher in a new political era. Ac¬ 
cepting his party’s nomination, Roosevelt sermonized from the 
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mountaintop, telling his followers, “We stand at Armageddon and we 
battle for the Lord!” The former president had prepared a twenty- 
thousand-word address, but he was able to deliver only half of it, in¬ 
terrupted a remarkable one hundred forty-five times by a euphoric 
audience. The Bull Moose platform attracted reformers of varying 
stripes with its guarantees of pensions, health insurance, a minimum 
wage, and women’s suffrage. (Women actually played a meaningful 
role in the convention’s proceedings.) Yet Roosevelt’s refusal to em¬ 
brace full racial equality—both because he found the issue too con¬ 
troversial and because he believed that certain southern black districts 
had elected illegally chosen Taft delegates at the convention—lost 
him the support of some influential black leaders, most notably 
W. E. B. DuBois, who endorsed Woodrow Wilson on the Democratic 
ticket. 

In an election that served as a mandate on the future of progres- 
sivism in America, all four leading candidates in the 1912 contest— 
Taft, Roosevelt, Wilson, and Socialist Eugene V. Debs—advocated 
variations on progressive themes. Roosevelt knew he was fighting an 
uphill battle, but the enthusiasm that met his campaign around the 
country, and his overwhelming determination to preach the progres¬ 
sive gospel, may have blunted the sting of his second-place finish. 
Even an assassination attempt in Milwaukee a few weeks before the 
election kept Roosevelt on point. “I have been shot,” he declared, “but 
it takes more than that to kill a Bull Moose.” Wounded, with a bullet 
less than an inch from his heart, he addressed his audience for over an 
hour before agreeing to go to a hospital. 

As expected, Wilson bested TR with a popular vote margin of 42 
percent to 27 percent (Taft and Debs received 23 percent and 6 per¬ 
cent, respectively) and a commanding victory in the Electoral College. 
Eour years later the Progressive Party eagerly approached TR for an¬ 
other run, but this time Roosevelt refused. He swung his support be¬ 
hind Charles Evans Hughes in 1916, “ruthlessly smothering his own 
party” in the process. 
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One Final Stab at Executive Power 
—esee— 

Teddy Roosevelt was the last former president to run for reelection 
to the White Flouse. Only one ex-president since has come close to 
even hinting at a return to executive power—in this case a former 
commander-in-chief lured into discussions about the number two po¬ 
sition. 

There was never a great deal of warmth between Gerald Ford and 
Ronald Reagan. One a standard-bearer for mainline moderation, the 
other the godfather of the post-Goldwater conservative consensus, 
the two men held substantively contrasting visions for the future of 
their Grand Old Party. In 1976 their ideological differences were 
played out in the electoral realm. As the party launched an uphill 
campaign to liberate itself from the prison house of Watergate, Rea¬ 
gan fought an insurgent battle to wrest the nomination from Ford, the 
sitting president. Few could have imagined that four years later they 
would nearly forge an alliance at the party’s next convention. 

In a behind-the-scenes negotiation at the July 1980 Republican 
gathering that sent shock waves throughout the American political 
establishment. Ford and Reagan discussed a power-sharing arrange¬ 
ment that would have made Ford a muscular number two and turned 
the chief executive office into a kind of copresidency. Ford made a 
series of lofty demands of the presumptive nominee, including re¬ 
turning Henry Kissinger to the State Department and placing Alan 
Greenspan at the Treasury. Reagan considered the plan, but when he 
presented it to his confidant and future national security advisor, 
Richard Allen, the latter was flabbergasted. “That is the craziest deal 
I have ever heard of,” Allen cried. Still, the delegates at the conven¬ 
tion thought it more intense than crazy, and the possibility of a Re¬ 
publican “dream ticket” sent them into a state of high excitement. 

That evening Ford began to back down on some of his precondi¬ 
tions, specifically regarding Kissinger. (“Kissinger carries a lot of 
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baggage,” Reagan apparently complained. “I couldn’t accept that.”) 
In their place, Ford’s team worked out a rather elaborate and poten¬ 
tially extraconstitutional scheme to maintain veto power over key 
presidential appointments. After Ford broached the subject of the 
private negotiations in a prime-time interview with Walter Cronkite, 
however—infuriating Reagan—the deal fell apart. “I have to say the 
answer is no,” Reagan disclosed. “All this time, my gut instinct has 
been that this is not the right thing.” George FI. W. Bush, a former ri¬ 
val in the primaries who had derided Reagan’s fiscal policies as “voo¬ 
doo economics,” agreed to sign on to Reagan’s platform, which was far 
to the right of his own, and it was he who got the final call of the eve¬ 
ning. On that steamy July night in Detroit, Jerry Ford’s political career 
came to a close. 


Congressional Detour 

—esee— 

The notion of Gerald Ford entering an alliance with Ronald Reagan 
was shocking for a variety of reasons, not least the prospect of a for¬ 
mer president running for a position lower than the presidency itself 
This was not always so. In the nineteenth century, a number of for¬ 
mer presidents turned to the legislature to fulfill their political appe¬ 
tites. While not quite a conventional pathway, the prospect of a former 
president serving in Congress was not yet the unimaginable detour it 
would surely be today. Easily the most distinguished case is John 
Quincy Adams, who made an astounding leap from an ineffective and 
beleaguered president to a transformative member of the U.S. House 
of Representatives. Adams’s achievements may earn him equal stand¬ 
ing with Jimmy Carter for the title of our finest former president. 

Adams left power in a hurry. Duplicating his father’s cut-and-run 
example almost three decades earlier, Adams boycotted the March 
1829 inauguration of his antagonist, Andrew Jackson, and headed out- 
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side Washington, where his family had taken up temporary residence. 
After enduring four years of withering attacks from Jacksonians who 
believed he had robbed them of the 1824 election in a “corrupt bar¬ 
gain” with Henry Clay, the departing president was depleted and de¬ 
moralized. He considered that in deciding to skip Jackson’s ceremony 
and to leave the city altogether, he was like “a nun taking the veil”; he 
expected it to represent his final exit from public life. 

Adams’s first year out of office, marked by depression and 
turmoil—exacerbated by the suicide of his eldest son—contributed 
to a self-described descent “into dejection, despondency, and idleness,” 
although his voluminous reading and occasional writing did provide a 
salve. He especially enjoyed the commentaries of Cicero, who had once 
influenced the young revolutionaries of his father’s generation, and now 
guided Adams in interpreting the false steps of his successor. 

Then, to his great surprise, the former president’s Quincy neigh¬ 
bors and the local Boston Courier began bandying his name about as a 
potential future member of Congress. Having forsaken the White 
House not more than eighteen months earlier, Adams warned that he 
had “not the slightest desire to be elected,” but he wouldn’t rule it 
out. With that door left open, outgoing representative Joseph Richard¬ 
son pressed Adams to take his seat. Ambivalent about the prospect, 
Adams was nonetheless overcome by the goodwill of the gesture and 
assented to run. After walloping his opposition, Adams found himself 
in November 1830 elected to the Twenty-second Congress. His lin¬ 
gering resentment toward the parvenu Jacksonians and his anguish at 
having been “deserted by all mankind” were, at least for a time, as¬ 
suaged by victory. With renewed spirit—“no election or appointment 
conferred upon me ever gave me so much pleasure”—sixty-three- 
year-old John Quincy Adams was about to embark on one of the 
most remarkable second acts in the annals of the postpresidency. 

The slavery question was where Adams would make his most for¬ 
midable mark. Though he was never the staunchest public opponent 
of the peculiar institution, he and his father were the only presidents 
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in the country’s first half century not to own human property. The 
younger Adams judged slavery a “great and foul stain,” but he re¬ 
mained troubled by abolitionists, who he believed destabilized the 
union by their sectarian posturing. In this he was no different from his 
father, or even Abraham Lincoln for much of his life. Adams stood 
resolute against slavery’s expansion but steered clear of openly calling 
for its eradication. Only when he came to the House did his position 
begin to shift. Focusing squarely on the constitutional guarantee to 
petition Congress, Adams immersed himself in the defining question 
of the day. 

In the first half of the nineteenth century. Congress often listened 
to citizens’ written petitions entreating it to address a particular issue. 
In the early 1830s, with the founding of William Lloyd Garrison’s abo¬ 
litionist journal The Liberator, petitions around slavery, calling espe¬ 
cially for the termination of the institution in the District of Columbia, 
started to flood the House. By 1836, unhinged by the increasingly vo¬ 
cal antislavery challenges, southern Democrats passed a “gag rule” 
tabling any further petitions on the question. It remained in force for 
eight years. During this period Adams worked tenaciously, and usu¬ 
ally alone, using parliamentary maneuvers to circumvent the closure 
of debate and ensure that the petitions of antislavery advocates were 
not silenced. The gag rule’s repeal became his signature congressio¬ 
nal issue. 

Though he declined to describe himself as an abolitionist, Ad¬ 
ams’s efforts turned him into one of abolitionism’s greatest champions 
in Congress. His “adopted cause,” wrote one historian, “transformed 
him into a debater so impassioned, so mischievous, so stubborn, and 
so radical, that his foes and even some friends wondered at times if he 
had lost his sanity.” After eight years of his brilliant and sustained 
advocacy, the House in December 1844 voted to overturn the gag 
rule. South Carolina’s Francis Pickens, who opposed Adams’s super¬ 
human labors for years and who had motioned to censure him just two 
years before, offered recognition at Old Nestor’s final triumph: “Well, 
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that is the most extraordinary man on God’s footstool.” Adams had 
become an abolitionist in spite of himself 

In the midst of his fight over the gag rule, Adams’s antislavery 
bona fides swelled further when he agreed to serve as codefense 
counsel in the famous Amistad trial. The case involved several dozen 
kidnapped Africans who were being transported on a Portuguese 
slave ship to different Cuban ports when they mutinied in 1839, kill¬ 
ing a captain and cook. Rather than sailing back to Africa, as they had 
hoped, the schooner was seized off Long Island Sound and the Afri¬ 
cans imprisoned in New Haven, Connecticut, on murder charges. 
The incident ignited a firestorm of protest between the Spanish gov¬ 
ernment, which sought their extradition to Cuba, and abolitionists, 
who demanded their return to Africa. 

After federal and circuit courts ordered their repatriation, an anx¬ 
ious Martin Van Buren, up for reelection in 1840, had his U.S. Attor¬ 
ney appeal the case, sending it to the Supreme Court. Adams agreed 
to join the esteemed New York abolitionist Lewis Tappan as assistant 
counsel to Roger Baldwin on the case and spent the final months of 
1840 avidly preparing. Not having argued a case before the Court in 
thirty years, and fearful of its composition—all but two of its justices 
had been nominated by Jackson and Van Buren—Adams knew he 
would have his work cut out for him. 

In two marathon defense arguments that together lasted more 
than nine hours, Adams argued that the passengers aboard the Amis¬ 
tad were illegally enslaved and should be freed. Celebrated as “old 
man eloquent” for his passionate advocacy against the gag rule, Ad¬ 
ams bested his performance during the hearing. Stressing the viola¬ 
tions of the Africans’ liberty, Adams implored, “The moment you 
come to the Declaration of Independence, that every man has a right 
to life and liberty, as an inalienable right, this case is decided. I ask 
nothing more on behalf of these unfortunate men, than this Declara¬ 
tion.” Adams prevailed; the thirty-eight surviving Africans were liber¬ 
ated and allowed to return home. 
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As historian Eric McKitrick has noted, John Quincy Adams’s 
nearly decade-long struggle to strike down the gag rule, and his won¬ 
drous defense in the Amistad case, “made his exertions more than 
those of any public person responsible for converting the Northern 
public to the antislavery temper it brought to the choosing of Lin¬ 
coln in 1860.” 


Ex-Presidential Apostate 

-es»e- 

On most of the key issues of the early nineteenth century—slavery 
certainly among them—John Quincy Adams’s worldview stood light 
years apart from John Tyler’s. The despairing heir to the founding 
generation, and a man who loathed and valiantly challenged the insti¬ 
tution of slavery, Adams had only one thing in common with Tyler; 
both chose to serve as congressional representatives after leaving the 
White House. But even there the similarities are faint; where Adams 
served in the U.S. House of Representatives, Tyler offered his legisla¬ 
tive service to a different body; the Confederate States of America. 

Tyler’s ascension to the presidency, upon the April 1841 death of 
William Henry Harrison, had by no means been a foregone conclu¬ 
sion. There was not yet a constitutional provision for the vice presi¬ 
dent to assume power upon the death of the chief executive. Among 
those who rejected Tyler’s rise was John Quincy Adams, who belittled 
him as the country’s “acting president,” and more pointedly, “His Ac- 
cidency.” Adams had few charitable words for the new head of state, 
smearing Tyler as “a political sectarian, of the slave-driving, Virgin¬ 
ian, Jeffersonian school.” 

Upon retiring to Sherwood Eorest, his Charles City, Virginia, 
plantation-estate, in 1845, Tyler assumed the pose of elder statesman, 
proudly voicing his judgments on the preservation of the Union and 
the future of slavery. Vocal in his support for territorial expansion and 
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the safeguarding of the peculiar institution, Tyler’s private life meshed 
consistently with his broader vision; not only did the number of slaves 
he owned apparently increase over time, he also refused to manumit 
any at the time of his death. 

A year after John Brown’s famous raid on Harper’s Ferry terrified 
the slaveholding class, Tyler fantasized that he might have a shot at 
the 1860 Democratic nomination. It was a delusion; Tyler’s candidacy 
never ignited. Instead, his worst fears were realized by Lincoln’s elec¬ 
toral triumph. Tyler agonized about the president-elect’s intentions, 
leaving him deeply anxious about Virginia’s future. 

In the wake of the election, Tyler watched as the Deep South 
embarked on its secessionist course. In December 1860, in the hope 
of stemming the secessionist tide, Kentucky senator John Crittenden 
sponsored a series of amendments that would effectively sanction 
slavery forever in the South and return the country to the status quo 
ante of the Missouri Compromise, where slavery was ensured south of 
the 36° 30' parallel. Tyler backed the so-called Crittenden Compro¬ 
mise, but Lincoln’s strict opposition to its amendments, and their 
eventual defeat in the House and Senate, sealed matters—and 
brought the nation that much closer to war. 

When the Compromise failed, Tyler spearheaded a last-ditch at¬ 
tempt to quell sectional hostilities at the Washington Peace Confer¬ 
ence of January 1861. When that, too, fell short, the former president 
gave up on his quixotic hope to save the Union and joined up with the 
Virginia State Convention to press the case for secession. Writing to 
his wife, Tyler braced himself for the upcoming conflict: “Virginia has 
severed her connection with the Northern hive of abolitionists and 
takes her stand as a sovereign and independent state. Do dearest, live 
as frugally as possible . . . trying times are before us.” 

Following the transfer of the Confederate capital from Montgom¬ 
ery to Richmond in May 1861 (in which he had a hand), Tyler was 
unanimously selected to the provisional Confederate Congress. He 
would be no passive bystander. With great fervor, he (unsuccessfully) 
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urged Confederate troops to storm Washington, D.C. To many, Tyler 
was now an apostate and traitor. 

In the fall of 1861, Tyler was elected a member of the Congress of 
the Confederate States. Before he could take office, however, he died 
suddenly in his Richmond hotel room. His funeral there was an occa¬ 
sion for public mourning, with a one-hundred-and-fifty-carriage cor¬ 
tege leading the ceremonies. Tyler’s passing raised nary a stir in 
Washington, however: no flags at half-mast, no formal proclamation 
from Lincoln, none of the spectacle that usually accompanies presi¬ 
dential deaths. The New York Times published a frank obituary: “He 
ended his life suddenly . . . going down to death amid the ruins of his 
native State. He himself was one of the architects of its ruin; and 
beneath that melancholy wreck his name will be buried, instead of 
being inscribed on the Capitol’s monumental marble.” 


A Brief Return to the Senate 
-ese- 

Southerner Andrew Johnson shared with John Tyler several attributes: 
he was chosen vice president as a means to achieve unity and appease 
the opposition; he bounded to the presidency following his superior’s 
death; and he was later elected to be a member of Congress, in his 
case to the U.S. Senate. For Andrew Johnson it was an unlikely transi¬ 
tion. During his time as president, Johnson squared off against a Re¬ 
publican Party that scorned him, impeached him, and came within 
one vote of forcing his resignation. After the war, Johnson’s assuage¬ 
ment of lingering rebel anxieties, and his overriding desire to reinte¬ 
grate the South expeditiously, fell afoul of Radical Republicans who 
placed a primacy on justice. Failing to consider political equality for 
freed slaves a meaningful postwar objective, and pardoning all except 
the Confederacy’s top brass, Johnson was never a realistic candidate 
for the presidential nomination in 1868. 
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Though he initially pledged to remain a private citizen after his 
presidency, Johnson’s passion for politics never dimmed, and before 
long he had clearly set his sights on regaining his former seat in the 
U.S. Senate. “I had rather have the vindication of my state,” Johnson 
said, “by electing me to my old seat in the Senate of the United States 
than to be monarch of the grandest empire on earth.” After losing 
congressional races in 1870 and 1872, Johnson was at last selected by 
Tennessee legislators to return to the Senate on the fifty-fifth ballot 
in 1874, defeating three Confederate generals. Johnson had skillfully 
balanced the interests of moderate Republicans, former Whigs, and 
Democratic voters, steadfastly defending the legacy of Lincoln while 
appeasing conservative sections through the rhetoric of white suprem¬ 
acy. He became the only former president ever to serve in the Senate 
and was administered his oath by Vice President Henry Wilson, who 
had once voted for his impeachment. The New York Herald opined 
that “In the Senate [Johnson] will be of greater use to the country than 
he was in the Presidency.” 

Many expected the seventy-one-year-old Johnson to storm back 
and do battle with his dreaded Republican foes, who he believed had 
humiliated him and derailed his career. By that time, however, only 
thirteen of the thirty-five senators who had voted to convict him in 
1868 were still serving in the upper house. And Johnson himself 
would serve only a few months in this final run: after using his new 
office to assail President Grant for fecklessness, he died while travel¬ 
ing back to Nashville that July. 


Hoover in Congress.^ 

-essee- 

Among the twentieth century’s former presidents, only Herbert 
Hoover gave any meaningful consideration to attaining a congressio¬ 
nal seat after his stint on Pennsylvania Avenue. In early 1945, word 
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came that Hiram Johnson, the elderly senator from California, was ail¬ 
ing. A fellow isolationist, and Roosevelt’s vice presidential candidate 
on the Bull Moose line in 1912, Johnson had represented California 
for three and a half decades. If Johnson should expire. Hoover let it be 
known, he could be interested in assuming the seat. 

When Hiram Johnson died that summer, the New York Times came 
out for Hoover. Suggesting that “his disinterested counsels would be 
of the highest value in the national capital,” the Times called for Cali¬ 
fornia governor Earl Warren to appoint the former president to John¬ 
son’s seat. (Mindful of Hoover’s special talents as World War II drew to 
a close, the paper added that “there is no greater problem facing this 
country today than that of feeding the world . . . and there is no man 
who has more to contribute on the subject than Mr. Hoover.”) 

Herbert Hoover would not have been Hiram Johnson’s choice to 
succeed him. Journalist Drew Pearson reported that an ailing John¬ 
son, “under an oxygen tent in the Naval Hospital,” sparked a momen¬ 
tary recovery when he received “word that Governor Warren would 
appoint... Hoover to his Senate seat.” But the ex-president was al¬ 
ways a long shot. Warren ended up selecting William Knowland, the 
son of an influential publisher who had aided Warren’s career. Hoover 
tried to disguise his frustration, but Knowland’s appointment was a 
disappointment. Four years later, when New York governor Thomas 
E. Dewey offered Hoover the chance to finish Robert F. Wagner’s 
Senate term after health concerns caused Wagner to vacate his slot. 
Hoover declined outright. 


The Third Branch of Government 

-essee- 

Congress and the White House have not been the only means past 
presidents have seized to reacquire formal institutional power. Wil¬ 
liam Howard Taft’s trajectory in the 1920s offers a unique example of 
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an ex-president taking the helm of another branch of government en¬ 
tirely: the Supreme Court. In Taft’s case, it represented the culmination 
of a lifetime’s ambition. 

“There is no function more important in our government than 
that which the Supreme Court performs,” Taft once said. During his 
single term as president, Taft named six justices to the court—a re¬ 
cord number—surpassing all presidents before him save George 
Washington. Knowing his reverence for the court, Teddy Roosevelt 
offered Taft several opportunities to join the august body. In 1902, 
when Taft was governor of the Philippines, Roosevelt first advanced 
Taft’s nomination as associate justice, but Taft said he felt morally 
compelled to decline, asserting that he would be abandoning his re¬ 
sponsibilities to the Filipino people by leaving the islands. Four years 
later, when a second chance arose, TR was once again prepared to of¬ 
fer Taft an associate judgeship. This time, Taft—now returned to 
Washington as Roosevelt’s secretary of war—tendered a special plea 
to Roosevelt: “I have said to my wife several times that I had become 
so absorbed in the work that I concluded . . . not [to] seek . . . any ap¬ 
pointment to the Bench unless you offered me the Chief Justiceship 
which is so great an office that I could not resist the temptation.” Roo¬ 
sevelt said no. Taft still thought the possibility of his future nomina¬ 
tion was not foreclosed, but he began to fret “that this which I am 
now declining will be my last chance.” 

There were additional militating factors. Taft’s ambitious family 
didn’t share his enthusiasm for the Court; instead, they wished to see 
him anointed as Roosevelt’s heir apparent. A Supreme Court appoint¬ 
ment, his wife felt sure, would be a career-ending capstone that would 
destroy his White House future, and she made clear her disappoint¬ 
ment at the idea that he “should be shelved on the bench at [his] age.” 
Even Taft’s mother stepped in, reminding her son of Senator Roscoe 
Conkling’s quip that he “preferred some other mode of burial” than 
relocation to the Supreme Court. 

After his presidency, Taft momentarily considered the idea of 
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running for Congress with an eye toward serving on the House Judi¬ 
ciary Committee. Afraid that the move would look like an opening 
salvo toward a 1916 presidential run, however, he quickly dismissed 
the idea and settled into his teaching position at Yale Law School. 

But Taft’s yearning to serve as chief justice never faded. With the 
Republican triumph in 1920, and the increasingly fragile health of 
Chief Justice Edward Douglass White, whom Taft had promoted dur¬ 
ing his own presidency (leading later historians to speculate about his 
motives), Taft’s aspiration appeared within reach. President-elect 
Warren Harding consulted extensively with Taft on the makeup of 
the Court, and in 1920 he enticed him with an offer of at least an as¬ 
sociate justice position. As he had with Roosevelt, however, Taft held 
out for the highest rank. When White died, two months into Hard¬ 
ing’s term, the opportunity finally presented itself Praising his “pro¬ 
gressively conservative and conservatively progressive attitude,” after 
several weeks of consideration Harding nominated Taft to his dream 
job. Confirmed overwhelmingly by the Senate, the former president 
spoke humbly and candidly of his personal fulfillment; “It has been 
the ambition of my life to be Chief Justice, but now that it is gratified 
I tremble to think whether I can worthily fill the position and be use¬ 
ful to the country.” 

During his nine-year tenure on the Court, Taft worked vigorously 
to fortify the judicial branch through streamlining and reorganization. 
His reforms invested more power in appellate courts, created a uni¬ 
form approach to judicial procedure, centralized the federal judicial 
administration, reduced the Court’s workload, and set in motion the 
Court’s departure from its crammed quarters in the Capitol building. 
Taft’s progressive program to modernize the Supreme Court was of 
considerable influence in the years ahead. 

The former president’s legal philosophy was less surprising. In his 
two hundred and fifty-three opinions, he proved himself an unam¬ 
biguously conservative jurist who treated property rights as sacrosanct 
and put his faith in immutable natural law. Taft was an obvious coun- 
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terpart to the Court’s more liberal justices, such as Louis Brandeis. 
But the former president’s moral rigidity did little to hamper his oth¬ 
erwise freewheeling attempts to influence court appointments. Cir¬ 
cuit Court Judge Arthur Denison joked that Taft never allowed a 
“merely technical canon of propriety [to] prevent him from using his 
influence in what he thought the right direction.” And indeed Taft 
was eager to insert himself subtly into the judicial selection process, 
leaning on the three Republican presidents of the decade—Harding, 
Coolidge, and Hoover—to accept his counsel. 

In one of his more dubious moments on the bench, Taft— 
vacationing in Canada at the time—refused to allow the cause cele- 
bre of working-class Italian anarchists Nicola Sacco and Bartolomeo 
Vanzetti to be heard by his Court. He even crossed the border into 
America to block the appeal officially. Sacco and Vanzetti were elec¬ 
trocuted as planned. Though many had criticized their trial as devoid 
of due process, meager in civil liberties protection, and lacking in em¬ 
pirical evidence, Taft was vocal in his support of the verdict, going so 
far as to label Sacco and Vanzetti’s prominent advocate, Felix Frank¬ 
furter, “an expert in attempting to save murderous anarchists from 
the gallows or the electric chair.” After their deaths, John dos Passes 
offered his poignant lament: “All right, we are two nations.” 

Taft retired from the Court just a month before his death in 
March 1930. Toward the end of his life, when asked about his accom¬ 
plishments, he mused, “I don’t remember that I ever was President.” 


Local Politics 

-es»e- 

Not every former president who endeavored to reengage in the politi¬ 
cal world sought a high-stakes position at the federal level. Several 
found satisfaction working without fanfare to influence politics lo¬ 
cally. At the advanced age of eighty-four, the senior John Adams 
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became a delegate to the 1820 Massachusetts convention, where he 
helped revise the state’s constitution—which he had written forty 
years before. At the convention Adams proposed an amendment to 
repeal the state’s limitations on religious freedom. Though it failed to 
pass, the move did win him the kind words of Thomas Jefferson, 
who commended his old comrade on his struggle for the “advance of 
liberalism.” At his life’s end, Adams’s views on religion and liberty 
had grown ever closer to Jefferson’s. 

James Madison and James Monroe participated as delegates to their 
own constitutional convention in Virginia in 1829, held in the Jefferson- 
designed Capitol building in Richmond, with Monroe serving as its offi¬ 
cial chair. At the respective ages of seventy-eight and seventy-one, 
Madison and Monroe tried to broker a compromise between Tidewater 
slaveholders and those from the state’s western counties who were bent 
on fairer representation. (The slaveholding Tidewater region was greatly 
overrepresented, a reflection of the South’s general overrepresentation in 
Congress.) Madison’s trip there was perhaps the longest distance he trav¬ 
eled outside of Montpelier during his years out of office. In his sole ad¬ 
dress, he stood by his belief in the constitutional mandate that each 
slave should be counted as three-fifths of a citizen. It would be his last 
political appearance. 



THE GREATER GOOD 

Public Service and Humanitarianism 


Being a politician is a poor profession. Being a public servant is a noble 
one. 

Herbert Hoover 

You can sic there and feel sorry chat you’re not president anymore, or 
you can find some way to use what you know, and who you know, and 
what you know about how to do things, and go out there and do all the 
good you can. 

Bill Clinton 

Unless you’re Shirley MacLaine, you only get one shot at this life. 

George H. W. Bush 


I N JANUARY 2005, PRESIDENT GEORGE W. BUSH ASKED HIS EATHER, 
George H. W. Bush, and Bill Clinton to travel to Southeast Asia as 
goodwill ambassadors after the region was devastated by a tsunami. 
In doing so, he helped revive the underexploited tradition of recruit¬ 
ing former presidents to engage in public service. On frosty terms 
since Clinton’s thumping of Bush in the 1992 election, the two former 
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presidents soon fashioned an unlikely postpresidential partnership, 
and acquired a reputation for working together in the aftermath of 
large-scale natural disasters. 

There is “something refreshingly American about watching old 
foes ... put down their political swords to forge a friendship and find a 
common purpose,” one newspaper suggested at the time. That claim 
may be open to debate—for every hatchet buried in American politics, 
it’s easy to think of dozens that were brandished until death—but the 
collaboration between Clinton and Bush sparked new hope for biparti¬ 
san postpresidential humanitarian contributions. On the first leg of their 
trip, the elder Bush mustered only modest, typically staccato comments 
about his traveling companion: “When it comes to helping people, poli¬ 
tics is aside.... We were political adversaries. The current president 
[Bush 43] and he [also] don’t always see eye-to eye on issues. But that is 
not what’s important here.” By the time of their return, however, the 
“odd couple,” as Barbara Bush amiably described them, had become 
downright chummy. Sigmund Freud even played a cameo role. Describ¬ 
ing Clinton, twenty-two years his junior and raised without a biological 
father. Bush suggested that “maybe I’m the father he never had.” 

For Bill Clinton, his Southeast Asia activities were only begin¬ 
ning. Capitalizing on Clinton’s special ability to raise consciousness 
and cash for a cause, Kofi Annan named him the UN’s special envoy 
for tsunami relief Then, in late August 2005, as Clinton was pursuing 
his UN assignment, Flurricane Katrina struck the U.S. Gulf Coast. 
Though the Bush administration received ferocious criticism for its 
inept handling of the crisis and recovery, it did receive praise for call¬ 
ing the Clinton-Bush 41 team back into action. 

Clinton and Bush’s most significant achievement lay in their as¬ 
tonishing fund-raising performance on behalf of the storm victims. 
The former presidents had originally set out to encourage giving to 
established aid organizations, but soon vast sums of money began 
streaming into their offices, and they recognized the tactical ad¬ 
vantage of creating charities in their own names. “Bush and Clinton 
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have created a new post-presidential brand,” one magazine trum¬ 
peted, “and put it to work sealing the cracks between public need and 
public aid.” The joint fund they assembled for the tsunami disaster, 
the Bush-Clinton Tsunami Relief Fund, was relatively small; most of 
the more than $1 billion they helped raise went directly to mainline 
groups. In the aftermath of Flurricane Katrina, however, the past 
presidents established a fund in their names from the outset, and the 
Bush-Clinton Katrina Fund brought in an estimated haul of more 
than $130 million for schools, state governments, and religious institu¬ 
tions on the Gulf Coast, assuming third place in Katrina fund-raising 
behind only the Red Cross and the Salvation Army. 

Inevitably, some questioned both Clinton’s and Bush’s motives in 
taking on the shared responsibility of relief czar. Bush’s participation 
in such high-profile public service activity did allow him to lend a 
lifeline to his son during one of the lowest points of Bush 43’s second 
term; his involvement with the righteous cause doubtless also bur¬ 
nished a postpresidential legacy that had largely revolved around the 
Carlyle Group. The collaboration with Clinton may have additionally 
discouraged the still popular Democrat from making withering at¬ 
tacks on his son. 

On Bill Clinton’s part, some assumed that his wife’s presidential 
ambitions factored into his calculations. Clinton’s new friendship with 
the Bush clan—he took photo opportunities with the Bushes, who even 
dubbed him “42” in a nod to his place in the presidential sequence— 
helped to soften the wellspring of aversion many in the GOP still felt for 
the Clintons. At a Philadelphia award ceremony for the two ex-presidents, 
Clinton offered a gushing tribute to his new companion: “I always liked 
and I always admired I can now tell you, and may all the Democrats 
forgive me this close to the election, I love George Bush, I do.” 

Clinton’s deputy in his tsunami work, Eric Schwartz, dismissed 
those who saw Clinton’s activities as related to his wife’s political 
future and his own personal legacy. The tsunami work “came at some 
sacrifice to other objectives that Clinton had,” Schwartz said, “and 
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took time away from further high-visibility efforts. And when you 
look at what Clinton achieved—playing a significant role leading the 
multiple players in the recovery effort—it was hardly the work of 
someone guided purely by self-interest.” 

Despite their improbable comradeship, Clinton and Bush never lost 
sight of their personal and political objectives. Former president Bush 
made it clear that, just as Bill Clinton’s “not going to tiptoe about his 
differences with the president, I wouldn’t tiptoe with my differences 
with Hillary.” When Bill mused that Hillary’s earliest priority as presi¬ 
dent would be “to send me and former President Bush ... around the 
world to tell them that America is open for business and cooperation 
again,” Bush’s office responded sharply that he had “never discussed an 
‘around-the-world-mission’ with either former President Bill Clinton or 
Senator Clinton, nor does he think such a mission is warranted....” 


Forgotten Reformers 

-es»e- 

Rutherford B. Hayes: Education For All 

Whenever a conversation turns to postpresidential public service or 
humanitarian activity, the name that gets top billing is inevitably that 
of Jimmy Carter. And for good reason: Carter’s example is inspiring. 
Yet his achievements form only one piece of the historical record; a 
host of other ex-presidents have turned to charitable work, often with 
an unassuming attitude and momentous results. 

A passionate advocate for the underprivileged, Rutherford B. 
Hayes would undoubtedly wish to be remembered for his forward- 
thinking reforms involving universal education and social justice. In¬ 
stead, the nineteenth president’s legacy is inextricably tied to his 
scandalous win in the election of 1876, in which a backroom deal ele- 
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vated him to power under a compromise that removed the remaining 
federal troops occupying the post-Civil War South. A gash on his 
reputation, the devastating results of Reconstruction’s formal termi¬ 
nation largely obscure Hayes’s courageous and munificent postpresi- 
dential record. 

Upon returning to his home in Fremont, Ohio, Hayes shared with 
friends his views on the proper role of an ex-president: “Let him . . . 
promote the welfare and the happiness of his family, his town, his 
State, and his country.” Such work, he prophesied, would yield “more 
individual contentment and gratification” than public life. Hayes soon 
began devoting much of his energy to what would become his signa¬ 
ture issue—universal public education, in the first instance for Afri¬ 
can Americans. Affirming that “the American people have a grave 
and indispensable duty to perform with respect to the millions of men 
and women among our countrymen whose ancestors our fathers 
brought forth from Africa to be held in bondage,” Hayes viewed edu¬ 
cation as the nation’s great equalizer. Only by expanding educational 
opportunities, he believed, could the social disenfranchisement of 
black Americans be effectively remedied. 

Hayes deemed the public school a core institution, one that should 
instill in freed slaves “the thrift, the education, the morality, and the 
religion required to make a prosperous and intelligent citizenship.” 
Identifying tangible ways to press the issue that he modestly de¬ 
scribed as his “hobby,” Hayes agreed to serve as president of the 
board of the Slater Fund and trustee of the Peabody Fund, two orga¬ 
nizations dedicated to broadening access to higher education (the 
former for southern blacks, the latter for both blacks and whites). 
Like Hayes, the agents behind Slater and Peabody recognized that 
the South itself had inadequate resources to provide the necessary 
technical educational skills to its populace, and saw a need for capital 
infusions from other sectors. Though Hayes’s name brought a certain 
cachet to the two institutions, the former president was no figurehead. 


262 / Citizen-in-Chief 


He took an active role in decision-making and traveled throughout 
the South visiting schools that received foundation grants to evaluate 
their levels of success. W. E. B. Dubois, the great educator and histo¬ 
rian, was one beneficiary of such funds. 

Hayes’s ethics derived principally from a Victorian paternalism, 
whose overriding societal objective was the improvement of individ¬ 
ual morality. Uplift was the leitmotif of his calls for reform. “These 
millions who have been so cruelly degraded must be lifted up,” Hayes 
emphasized, “or we ourselves will be dragged down.” Hayes may 
have been “a bit too aware of his own rectitude,” as historian Stanley 
Elkins once suggested, but the former president was hardly unique in 
that respect. Other Gilded Age educational reformers sounded the 
same notes—including the Slater Eund’s founder, who said that the 
fund’s mission was the “uplifting of the lately emancipated popula¬ 
tion of the Southern States.” In Hayes’s view, social change lay not in 
the passing of legislation and laws, but in the strengthening of a per¬ 
son’s character; individuals could always change for the better. Of 
course, Hayes’s good intentions were not always realistic; his faith that 
improved educational mobility would result in increased social har¬ 
mony was utopian at best—racist violence and Jim Crow waved 
good-bye to all that. 

Education may have been Hayes’s greatest interest, but he also 
filled his time with other pressing social concerns. Observing the 
abysmal state of America’s prisons, Hayes saw penal reform as a natu¬ 
ral complement to vocational education. Committed to the ideas that 
only manual skills could deter recidivism and that prisons themselves 
were breeding grounds for crime, Hayes became president of the Na¬ 
tional Prison Reform Association, a network of advocates dedicated to 
fundamental change in the deplorable conditions of the incarcerated. 
(The group also boasted Teddy Roosevelt as its treasurer.) Hayes’s at¬ 
tention to prisoner welfare, hardly a subject with mass public appeal, 
was courageous. 

In an 1888 address to the Prison Congress in Boston, Hayes linked 
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crime to conditions of poverty and to the consolidation of wealth in 
the hands of the few. He came to see that an explicit focus on indi¬ 
vidual character was inadequate for addressing structural disparities, 
particularly when so many lacked economic opportunity. Indeed, the 
last years of his life were animated by a “protoprogressive” spirit and 
a deepening critique of the vast divide between rich and poor. His 
grievances against the Gilded Age establishment—in which “govern¬ 
ment of the people, by the people, and for the people” had become 
“government of corporations, by corporations, and for corporations”— 
spoke to a broader disenchantment with callous, unfettered capital¬ 
ism. The former president began to view rapid capital accumulation 
as the bane of American society and urged the curbing of its malevo¬ 
lent excesses. While he declined to embrace the collectivism champi¬ 
oned by later progressives, Hayes did support state regulation of 
business, particularly corporations, and restrictions in areas such as 
inheritance. Never seeing himself among the ranks of modern re¬ 
formers, he admired their work from afar and understood their aspira¬ 
tions. 

One area in which Hayes did distinguish himself as a reformer 
was the crusade against government patronage, which he made a cen¬ 
terpiece of his White House term and carried on into his postpresi¬ 
dency. In his first months out of power, Hayes kept close watch over 
successor James Garfield’s civil service program, critiquing the new 
president’s weakness for giving legislators sway over political appoint¬ 
ments. Fearful that Garfield was disavowing the civil service policy 
he once struggled to introduce, Hayes stressed that “the capital mis¬ 
take is to attempt to build up the administration or a party by the use 
of the offices as patronage. The offices should be filled for the good of 
the service. Country first and party afterwards.” 

Hayes’s concerns over Garfield’s early policies were nothing com¬ 
pared with the dread he felt at Chester Arthur’s ascension to power. As 
president, Hayes had fired Arthur from his position as customs collector 
for the Port of New York in 1878. After Garfield’s death, Arthur—a 


264 / Citizen-in-Chief 


compromise vice presidential candidate championed by patronage- 
happy Republicans such as Roscoe Conkling—was a troubling pros¬ 
pect as commander-in-chief. Hayes could hardly have imagined that 
within two years Arthur would sign the Pendleton Act, sweeping away 
the spoils system and establishing a merit basis for most federal em¬ 
ployees. 


Without Fanfare 

Some former heads of state tapped for public service did so under the 
radar. Two examples have their roots in labor disputes of the early 
twentieth century. In the midst of an acrimonious coal miners’ strike 
in 1902, President Teddy Roosevelt received a letter from Grover 
Cleveland proposing a way to end the standoff Surprisingly, Cleve¬ 
land cautioned against the use of force, chastened perhaps by his own 
notorious breaking of the Pullman strike eight years earlier, when he 
had sent in twelve thousand U.S. Army troops on the premise that the 
strike interfered with U.S. mail delivery. Eyeing an opportunity to 
employ the former president, Roosevelt quickly appointed Cleveland 
to chair a commission to mediate the conflict. Cleveland agreed to 
investigate the situation, though not to arbitrate, but his willingness 
was soon moot; the management side of the conflict proclaimed 
Cleveland too radical and refused to participate if the former presi¬ 
dent were involved. Roosevelt acquiesced and created a Cleveland-less 
panel to meet the mine owners’ demands. 

William Howard Taft had greater success as an ex-president on 
the industrial relations front. Before his Supreme Court appointment, 
Taft served as joint chairman of the National War Labor Board, cre¬ 
ated by Woodrow Wilson in April 1918 to prevent possible strikes in 
strategic military-related industries during World War I. Although 
quelling labor disputes was the board’s priority, its principles included 
upholding workers’ rights to organize, to receive a living wage, to ad¬ 
equate health and safety regulations, and to equal pay for equal work. 
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Wilson appointed Taft at the behest of employers, but the idea of a 
conservative foe of organized labor assuming a nonpartisan position 
resolving industrial disputes was troubling. Yet Taft took his dispas¬ 
sionate role seriously and traveled the country meeting with workers 
and management, enlightening himself on the actual conditions of 
the American proletariat. (Though not dramatic, Taft’s experience 
with the NWLB did complicate his thinking upon moving to the na¬ 
tion’s highest court.) Wilson’s respect for Taft’s leadership during his 
fourteen-month tenure, and the board’s constructive recommenda¬ 
tions, made the NWLB an effective institutional lever through the 
war’s conclusion. 


Herbert Hoover: Global Food Relief Czar 

Taft and Hayes both profited from the gravitas of the postpresidency 
to push ahead a reformist agenda after leaving office. Herbert Hoover’s 
humanitarian triumphs had their origins long before his presidency; in 
fact, it was his reputation as a humanitarian that helped to propel his 
political career. Raised as a Quaker with a strong commitment to ser¬ 
vice, Hoover considered his role in wartime food distribution to be his 
most significant contribution to public life. He began that work in 
1914, when the American ambassador to Britain encouraged him to 
take on the chairmanship of the Commission for Relief in Belgium. 
The country’s reliance on imported food had made mass starvation an 
appalling possibility, as Belgium stood at the mercy of an invading 
German army and a British naval blockade. Looking back at his deci¬ 
sion to assume leadership. Hoover reflected, “I did not realize it at the 
moment, but on August 3, 1914, my engineering career was over for¬ 
ever. I was on the slippery road of public life.” 

Working in concert with the Belgian Comite National, Hoover 
intimately acquainted himself with the mechanics of food importa¬ 
tion and distribution, helping to feed 9 million people in Belgium and 
northern France over a two-and-a-half-year period. His achievements 
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made him internationally celebrated and led Woodrow Wilson to es¬ 
tablish for him the position of Food Administrator during the remain¬ 
ing days of the war. (In that post, Hoover encouraged the patriotic 
conservation of foodstuffs for soldiers with such protocols as “meat¬ 
less Tuesdays” and “wheatless Mondays and Wednesdays.”) Hoover 
parlayed his success into becoming chief of postwar relief in Europe, 
responsible for the continent’s overall food distribution and for shor¬ 
ing up the associated transportation and communications infrastruc¬ 
ture. 

In the next decade. Hoover directed the American Relief Admin¬ 
istration’s assistance to the Soviet Union during its postrevolution fam¬ 
ine, and aided homeless victims from the Mississippi flood of 1927. But 
the panegyrics for the “Great Humanitarian,” a designation he earned 
specifically because of his wartime relief work, abruptly ended during 
his years in the White House. As president, Hoover’s attempt to sup¬ 
port the victims of the great drought of 1930-31 in the American South 
was harshly criticized because of his reluctance to make it a federal 
responsibility and his reliance on an unwilling American Red Cross to 
oversee the work. The resulting effort, decentralized and poorly orga¬ 
nized, left thousands destitute and hungry. Hoover’s plan for amelio¬ 
rating the effects of the drought were symptomatic of his broader 
failing to respond adequately to the oncoming Depression. His rigid 
attachment to the tenets of individualism and voluntarism—what 
Richard Hofstadter disparaged as “his loyalty to the American folklore 
of self-help”—was a dead-wrong strategy for a country in need of 
strong federal assistance. 

The damage to Hoover’s reputation did little to blunt his readi¬ 
ness to reengage in international humanitarian work after he left the 
White House, and the former president made an impressive come¬ 
back during a wartime period of exceptional need. When FDR re¬ 
fused to extend food relief to the Poles after the German invasion of 
September 1939, private citizen Herbert Hoover quickly established 
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his own organization, the Commission for Polish Relief, to oversee 
food distribution. Hoover’s isolationist inclinations in no way affected 
his commitment to relief activities, and his agency dispatched food 
and clothing to families living in ghettos as well as to the Polish 
government-in-exile. The commission was instrumental in feeding 
hundreds of thousands of Poles under German occupation from 1939 
to 1941. 

Stopping hunger in Europe remained Hoover’s permanent idee 
fixe, despite political barriers. In a controversial move. Hoover pro¬ 
posed that the National Committee to Feed the Small Democracies, 
another entity he founded, intervene to protect the domestic food 
supplies of Norway, Poland, Belgium, Finland, and the Netherlands, 
to ensure that supplemental provisions reached the respective coun¬ 
tries in the face of blockades. Though Hoover’s proposal enjoyed 
considerable congressional and public support, Franklin Roosevelt 
and Winston Churchill contended that funneling food to civilians in 
countries occupied by Germany would only prolong the war. Hoover 
adamantly disagreed. “I do not believe it would make the slightest 
difference in the military outcome of this war if we assured food to 
the needy among the whole 40 million democratic children in Eu¬ 
rope,” he insisted. “Hitler cannot be defeated with armies of starving 
children.” Hoover’s plan required the lifting of the British blockade, a 
proposition Churchill was unwilling to contemplate. The British 
prime minister challenged the former president’s position that ending 
hunger was the Allies’ most significant priority, and the combined re¬ 
sistance of FDR and Churchill carried the day. 

With the ascension of Harry S. Truman, Hoover was called back 
into service to help avert the threat of famine in postwar Europe. 
Heading up the Famine Emergency Commission at the age of seventy- 
one, Hoover crisscrossed thirty-eight countries in three months in the 
spring of 1946 to assess the magnitude of the crisis. Hoover also took 
his advocacy to the airwaves, appealing to his countrymen by radio: 
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“If your neighbors and their children were hungry, you would in¬ 
stantly invite them to a seat at the table. These starving women and 
children are in foreign countries, yet they are hungry human 
beings—and they are also your neighbors. . . . Will you not take to 
your table an invisible guest.?” He was no fan of euphemism: “We do 
not want the American flag flying over nationwide Buchenwalds,” he 
told the American public bluntly. 

Truman’s invitation to run the administration’s food relief pro¬ 
gram ended Hoover’s persona non grata period in the U.S., and the 
former president was grateful for the opportunity to employ his 
long-standing talents. Two years before his death. Hoover expressed 
his appreciation to Truman in a letter. “When the attack on Pearl Har¬ 
bor came, I at once supported [FDR] and offered to serve in any . . . 
capacity. Because of my various experiences ... I thought my ser¬ 
vices might again be useful, however there was no response. . . . When 
you came to the White House, within a month you opened a door to 
me to the only profession I know, public service, and you undid some 
disgraceful action that had been taken in prior years.” 


The Commissions of Herbert Hoover 

—esee— 

Beyond food relief, Hoover’s public service skills proved valuable in a 
second area. During his first term, Harry Truman became convinced 
of the need to streamline the executive branch to ensure greater 
managerial effectiveness. Yet his repeated proposals were blocked by 
a Congress that had its own ideas about executive reform. Out of the 
impasse. Congress authorized the establishment of the Commission 
for Organization of the Executive Branch of the Government—and, 
in an inspired stroke, Truman appointed Herbert Hoover its chair. 
With members hailing from both private and public sectors. Hoover 
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worked tirelessly for twenty months. The Hoover Commission was 
uniformly hailed as a success; after the commission’s findings were 
reported back to Truman in early 1949, nearly three-quarters of its 
two hundred and seventy-three proposed recommendations were 
adopted in some form. 

With the rapid acceleration of the Cold War, Red Scare hysterics 
led Truman to ask Hoover to chair a bipartisan group of a different 
stripe—investigating the potential infiltration of Communists in gov¬ 
ernment. This time, however. Hoover declined the invitation (several 
years earlier he had also turned down the opportunity to testify at the 
House Un-American Activities Committee’s maiden session). To be 
sure. Hoover was a faithful anti-Communist, but he found Truman’s 
approach to the matter all wrong. The former president was less in¬ 
clined to single out those he thought might be Soviet sympathizers 
than to challenge the broader permissiveness toward Communism 
that he believed pervaded the New Deal establishment. Hoover told 
Truman that he doubted there were “card-carrying” Communists 
among the mandarins of the U.S. government and assumed that the 
FBI would know of any who were. Hoover felt certain that any erosion 
in public confidence stemmed from unthinking leftists in key govern¬ 
ment positions who “have disastrously advised on policies in relation 
to Communist Russia,” not actual Communists. Truman’s proposed 
commission never came to pass. 

In 1953 President Eisenhower tagged Hoover to chair a second 
Hoover Commission with the same underlying objectives as the first. 
Although Ike was skeptical that another commission was necessary 
(he was in the process of authorizing a different working group to look 
at issues of federalism and thought its research would cover the same 
ground), several key members of Congress demanded a reprise with 
Hoover, and Ike relented. He later recalled how the former president 
sought to stack the deck in his own favor: “The only individuals [he] 
wanted on the commission were those whom he knew shared his 
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general convictions—convictions that many of our people would con¬ 
sider a trifle on the moth-eaten side.” Eisenhower’s additional ap¬ 
pointments resulted in a more balanced participant list. 

Even at eighty, Hoover still put in fourteen-hour days guiding the 
work of his second commission. Like the first group, this commission 
was also assigned to ferret out instances of government excess. But 
Hoover II took on the expanded mission of reviewing policy and 
managerial issues, gauging not only the effectiveness of government 
agencies but their overall usefulness. Because of its focus, the second 
commission evoked greater controversy, specifically from New Dealers 
who resented Hoover’s recommendation to rely on private industry in 
place of government wherever possible. Yet not all the commission’s 
suggestions promoted governmental streamlining. Hoover II also 
pushed for an increase of funds for medical and scientific research and 
for the creation of a cabinet-level Department of Education, Health 
and Welfare. 

Hoover’s labors did not go unnoticed. At a dinner in his honor. 
Senator John E. Kennedy paid tribute to the thirty-first president; 
“The name of Herbert Hoover has truly become synonymous with 
efficiency and economy in government.” It must have been a sweet 
vindication; a quarter century after leaving behind a broken govern¬ 
ment unable to rise to a national crisis. Hoover was now being 
hailed—by a Democrat, no less—as a champion of governmental ef¬ 
ficacy. Working under the auspices of Truman and Eisenhower, the 
much-maligned former president found his way back to the White 
House with dignity and on his own terms. 


Jimmy Carter and William Jefferson Clinton 

-es»e- 

Jimmy Carter and Bill Clinton, in a break from their predecessors’ 
style of humanitarian work, have created their own large-scale institu- 
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tions to advance philanthropy. Through the Carter Center and the 
William J. Clinton Foundation, these former presidents have em¬ 
ployed their surnames to advantage, stamping their individual ap¬ 
proaches on charitable activity and institutionalizing the Carter and 
Clinton brands. 

Bill Clinton’s foundation did not set out to ape the Carter Center 
in its diplomatic ventures—democracy-building, for example, has 
never been its bailiwick—yet clear parallels in the institutions’ 
far-reaching public health and antipoverty programs suggest a corre¬ 
spondence in their aims. The Carter Center has fought expertly to 
eradicate parasitic diseases like Guinea worm and river blindness in 
more than twenty African countries, while the Clinton Foundation 
has taken strides to advance the diagnosis and treatment of FlIV/ 
AIDS throughout southern Africa, South America, and Asia. The 
Carter Center has programs devoted to agricultural development in 
sub-Saharan Africa; Clinton’s organization is engaged in a sustainable 
economic growth project in Rwanda and Malawi. Clinton and Carter 
have also devised targeted health programs in the United States; 
Clinton has embraced the fight against childhood obesity through his 
Alliance for a Flealthier Generation, and the Carter Center, influ¬ 
enced by Rosalynn Carter’s personal interests, has been a champion 
in fighting for better treatment, services, and parity for people with 
mental health needs, including early intervention for children. 

With their astonishing range of philanthropic and humanitarian 
endeavors. Bill Clinton and Jimmy Carter have forged an important 
postpresidential standard. Their modern ex-presidencies have cou¬ 
pled personal wealth accumulation—especially in Clinton’s case— 
with global wealth dissemination. And both men operate from the 
premise that their status as former presidents is an invaluable tool in 
furthering their goals, but that the onus is on them to apply their ef¬ 
forts where they can be most successful. “Every former president is 
just as different as two people that you might meet going down the 
street,” Carter once said. “It’s very good to have some element of 
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competition among former presidents, but I think it is also . . . impor¬ 
tant for each former president not to try to duplicate what the others 
have done.” 

Both Jimmy Carter and Bill Clinton are drawing on the capital 
they amassed while president—on their reserves of international rec¬ 
ognition, leadership status, and a complex grasp of global issues—and 
investing it in a good works platform out of office. Unlike Hoover or 
Taft, who ultimately deemed their White House years inconsequen¬ 
tial compared with their extrapresidential activities. Carter and Clin¬ 
ton have never devalued the significance of their time in office. Jimmy 
Carter, in particular, has used his postpresidency to pursue many of 
the same themes that permeated his single term in Washington, in¬ 
cluding conflict resolution, safeguarding human rights, and advancing 
antipoverty measures. And Bill Clinton has repeatedly acknowledged 
that some of his postpresidential ambitions have been influenced by a 
desire to remedy critical missteps he feels he made in office, seizing 
opportunities now that he missed then. 


The Birth and Life of teie Carter Center 

—esee— 

The historian Douglas Brinkley has likened Jimmy Carter’s post¬ 
presidency to the masterful congressional achievements of John 
Quincy Adams. Carter himself prefers a less acclaimed role model; his 
mother, Lillian Carter. The former president was inspired by his 
mother’s midlife accomplishments. Not only did she reinvent herself 
at age fifty-nine, after her husband died, but she also joined the Peace 
Corps at age sixty-eight and made countless speeches about her expe¬ 
riences after returning from her tour in Bombay. 

After losing the White House to Ronald Reagan in 1980, Carter 
needed his own shot of inspiration. Assuming he would have another 
four years to contemplate his next move, a demoralized Carter re- 
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turned to his home in Plains “completely exhausted,” facing “an alto¬ 
gether new, unwanted, and potentially empty life.” While passing time 
writing his memoirs and planning his presidential library. Carter soon 
came upon what was to be his calling. Driven out of bed one evening, 
according to the now familiar anecdote. Carter had an epiphany; “I 
know what we can do at the library,” he excitedly told his wife. “We 
can have a place to resolve conflicts.” His vision would become the 
seed of the future Carter Center. 

Like many institutions, the Carter Center has expanded its mis¬ 
sion over time. Originally envisioned as a Camp David-type retreat 
where warring leaders could congregate in the hopes of forging a 
peaceful resolution, the center changed focus as the former first cou¬ 
ple recognized that a more substantive and comprehensive approach 
to democracy-building was necessary. They extended their offerings 
to include programs on promoting free and fair elections, providing 
governance training for new leaders, and supporting what soon be¬ 
came customarily labeled as “civil society.” Moreover, the Carters’ 
broadened understanding of what constitutes human rights—including 
civil, political, social, and economic rights—grew to encompass “not 
only the right to live in peace but also to adequate health care, shelter, 
food and economic opportunity.” This additional focus on social-justice 
concerns was duly reflected in the Carter Center’s portfolio as it es¬ 
tablished multiple public health initiatives, devised projects on sus¬ 
tainable agriculture, provided technical and organizational training for 
nongovernmental organizations, supported a multilayered community 
development project for the city of Atlanta, and promoted abolition of 
the death penalty. 

Within its broader mandate, the Carter Center’s election reform 
activities have become a kind of cottage industry. Including monitor¬ 
ing and certifying elections abroad, shepherding foreign observations 
of domestic elections, and developing educational materials outlining 
best practices. Carter’s vast expertise has led to his participation in 
two U.S. election reform commissions. In January 2001, Carter and 
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Gerald Ford were selected to serve as cochairs of the National Com¬ 
mission on Federal Election Reform, charged with improving the 
electoral process following the unmitigated debacle of the 2000 presi¬ 
dential contest. The blue-ribbon commission unanimously agreed to 
a series of concrete proposals, including uniform voting procedures 
and the employment of a standardized nonpartisan commission (or 
individual) to oversee the process from top to bottom. Exploiting the 
commission’s proposals. Congress passed and George W. Bush signed 
October 2002’s Flelp America Vote Act. By the next presidential con¬ 
test, however. Carter was irate that the legislation’s recommendations 
had been only partially implemented, and forecast that the upcoming 
2004 election could stand victim to many of the tribulations marring 
the 2000 poll. Whether Carter’s concerns proved prescient is open to 
debate, although there were substantial allegations of voter fraud in 
Ohio, a state that played a defining role in determining the outcome. 

Carter’s dissatisfaction with the implementation of the Flelp 
America Vote Act prompted him to join forces with former secretary 
of state James Baker—the architect of the Bush-Cheney postelection 
strategy in Florida in 2000—to chair a second reform panel that might 
restore integrity to the electoral process. But their concluding report 
was immediately imperiled by one hugely controversial proposal: that 
voters be required to produce a standard identification card in order to 
cast their vote. The concept raised troubling concerns about privacy 
rights, and the possibility of deterring and intimidating certain groups, 
particularly immigrants, the poor, the young, and the elderly. Other 
core recommendations were welcomed, including universal voter reg¬ 
istration, a paper trail audit for electronic voting machines, and a re¬ 
vamped presidential primary schedule. 

Complementing his diverse efforts in electoral reform are Carter’s 
enormous achievements in public health since leaving the White 
Flouse. The former president has selected a series of specific projects 
through which his intervention could offer meaningful improvement 
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in people’s lives, and his triumphs have been undeniable. As an ac¬ 
companiment to his 2002 Nobel Peace Prize, awarded for “decades of 
untiring effort to find peaceful solutions to international conflicts, to 
advance democracy and human rights, and to promote economic and 
social development,” in 2006 Carter received the Bill and Melinda 
Gates Foundation Award for Global Health in recognition of his work 
to eradicate preventable illnesses. The Gates Foundation celebrated 
the Carter Center for reducing the incidence of Guinea worm disease 
by 99.5 percent, delivering more than 75 million treatments for river 
blindness, and establishing more than four thousand community- 
based prevention programs for trachoma. 

The next year, in an encore performance, the Carter Center 
launched a new malaria initiative to distribute 3 million insecticide¬ 
laden bed nets in Ethiopia, where malaria is the leading cause of death. 
Spearheading the effort with the Ethiopian Health Ministry and other 
partners to meet the goal of providing 20 million nets and associated 
health education, the center was able to build on its long-standing 
infrastructure and community-based organizations already in the 
country. 

Unlike his public policy statements during his ex-presidency, 
which have had their share of detractors. Carter’s public health initia¬ 
tives have been greeted with general admiration. In contrast to his 
high-profile negotiations with problematic figures and pointed assess¬ 
ments of sitting presidents, his motivations in pursuing disease pre¬ 
vention and agricultural sustainability projects have occasioned little 
second-guessing from critics or historians. Carter has sometimes been 
characterized as a loose cannon on the foreign policy front, unilater¬ 
ally pursuing an unsanctioned mandate of his own invention, but in 
implementing his center’s health care and poverty reduction initia¬ 
tives, he has generally been recognized as a figure of dedication and 
probity. For Carter himself, this dual perception must be puzzling; 
he has said that he considers his diplomatic and humanitarian work 



276 / Citizen-in-Chief 


fundamentally interrelated, both aspects of the Carter Center’s 
broader human rights agenda. 

With his reputation as self-appointed diplomat, fearless election 
monitor, global health champion, antipoverty advocate, and recipient 
of the Nobel Peace Prize, Jimmy Carter has engineered a uniquely 
multifaceted postpresidential legacy. Even those unfamiliar with the 
extent of his international involvement are most likely aware of the 
former president’s well-publicized work with Habitat for Humanity 
(where he and Rosalynn lead a work project one week a year) and his 
related commitment to affordable housing. 

Carter’s most recent collaboration is with a group of roughly a 
dozen internationally renowned figures calling themselves (a bit sac- 
charinely) “The Elders,” who have joined forces to combat global suf¬ 
fering. The idea came from musician Peter Gabriel and Virgin CEO 
Richard Branson, who presented it to an enthusiastic Nelson Mandela 
and Gracha Machel (and via them to Desmond Tutu); since then, ad¬ 
ditional members have included Burmese democratic leader Aung 
San Suu Kyi, former UN secretary general Kofi Annan, former Irish 
president Mary Robinson, and Bangladeshi entrepreneur Muhammad 
Yunus. After its formation in July 2007, the Elders’ first public act was 
an autumn mission to Darfur (coinciding with Carter’s eighty-third 
birthday) to promote a resolution to the country’s violent conflict. 


Twenty-first-Century Ex-President: Bill Clinton 
-ese- 

As Bill Clinton left office in early 2001, he had the example of Jimmy 
Carter’s humanitarian exploits as he reflected on his own future. Only 
fifty-four, Clinton, like Carter, spent his first year out of power con¬ 
templating how to employ his time meaningfully. After close scrutiny 
of the roads taken by his predecessors, Clinton settled on the public 
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interest mission that Carter had established as an ideal. “I had to re¬ 
convene my life when I got out,” Clinton explained. “I’d been in one 
vein for thirty years. I didn’t want to go back to elective office. I didn’t 
want to be a judge. And I wanted to be more active than Hoover. 
That’s why I mainly thought [about] Carter.” After his problem-laden, 
impeachment-plagued second term, Clinton was well aware that his 
legacy remained a work in progress. His turn to Carter’s philanthropic 
model of global outreach was a shrewd gambit. Yet international hu¬ 
manitarian work is no uncomplicated realm, and Clinton’s success was 
far from predetermined. Plowing ahead, the newest former president 
soon made clear his interest in spearheading projects that could make 
a difference. 

Clinton first noticed the scope of his sway within the public ser¬ 
vice realm in the winter of 2001, when he helped generate a huge 
fund-raising windfall for earthquake relief after the death of tens of 
thousands in Gujarat, India. At a time when he was dogged by multiple 
scandals in America, Clinton was still welcome in the overseas arena, 
and his efforts to oversee an international humanitarian program im¬ 
bued him with a sense of possibility. As one Clinton adviser pointed 
out, “Some of the problems that have bedeviled [Clinton] at home and 
made him controversial don’t really exist abroad.” 

The extant William J. Clinton Foundation was the platform that 
turned Clinton’s aspirations into a sustainable reality, as he trans¬ 
formed what was once a fund-raising vehicle for his Little Rock li¬ 
brary into a large-scale, charitable body. At the outset, Clinton was 
not actively sold on any concrete mission; indeed, it appears that the 
mission found him. Nelson Mandela’s plea to the former president 
to help address the AIDS scourge once Clinton left office catalyzed 
his foundation’s earliest activities. And in the process of exploring 
the seemingly intractable problems of treatment delivery, Clinton 
began to test-run his own particular methods for tackling global 


crises. 
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HIV/AIDS 

-ese- 

In July 2002, Bill Clinton accompanied Nelson Mandela to an AIDS 
conference in Spain. There he was approached by Dr. Denzil Doug¬ 
las, prime minister of the Caribbean’s Saint Kitts and Nevis, who sug¬ 
gested that his country’s problem in resolving its AIDS emergency 
had little to do with denial or stigma. It was rather a “money and or¬ 
ganizational problem.” Douglas’s frank acknowledgment was a defin¬ 
ing moment for Clinton’s thinking on the issue. The former president 
was now compelled to examine precisely how public goods were being 
distributed—in this case HIV/AIDS treatment, diagnostic options, and 
education—and to reconceptualize the public goods market using a 
private market model. 

According to Ira Magaziner, chief executive of the foundation’s 
HIV/AIDS Initiative, this rethinking engendered a process designed 
to “aggregate enough demand [for AIDS drugs] to form what busi¬ 
nesses call a buyers’ club.” With a sufficient volume of drugs sold, 
pharmaceutical producers could lower their prices, making treatment 
affordable, and still generate a profit. What began as a small effort in 
the Bahamas to reduce drug costs later vastly expanded as the Clin¬ 
ton Foundation helped organize sixty-five countries into a procure¬ 
ment consortium so they could access dramatically lower prices on 
first- and second-line HIV/AIDS drugs, including pediatric retrovirals. 
Partnering as well with governments in more than twenty countries in 
Africa, Asia, and the Caribbean, the foundation was soon offering 
technical assistance and human and financial resources, as well as dis¬ 
seminating information on best treatment practices. 

While his alliances with leaders of affected nations have been es¬ 
sential, Clinton’s partnerships with the pharmaceutical industry have 
invariably been decisive in making HIV/AIDS diagnosis and treat¬ 
ment affordable. Clinton Foundation CEO Bruce Lindsey claims that 
the procurement consortium drove down the price of HIV/AIDS 
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medication from seven hundred to one hundred and forty dollars for a 
year’s supply, while the cost of pediatric AIDS drugs fell from five 
hundred dollars per child to two hundred. Certainly this commitment 
to affordability has saved countless lives. 

Yet some experts have pointed out that the advances in making 
HIV/AIDS medications less expensive began long before Clinton came 
on the scene; generic drugmakers like India’s Cipla, one of the compa¬ 
nies with which the Clinton Foundation collaborates, had already 
started challenging Big Pharma’s stranglehold on the marketplace by 
producing cheaper generic AIDS medicines; groups like Doctors With¬ 
out Borders, Knowledge Ecology International, and Health Action In¬ 
ternational had loudly protested the astronomical costs of AIDS drugs 
for years; and even George W. Bush became committed, at least bud- 
getarily, to fighting HIV/AIDS in Africa and the Caribbean. 

The Clinton Foundation has also been criticized for its McKinsey- 
style management-consulting approach and aggressive public relations 
operations. Some advocates have groused that the foundation doesn’t 
always heed the advice of other AIDS advocacy outfits with a longer 
track record, and retains a narrow focus when it could expand its op¬ 
erations to, say, providing preventive education or financing vaccines. 
Entering into the sharply politicized field of pharmaceutical industry 
reform, where an established cadre of aid organizations was already 
hard at work, the Clinton Foundation did itself few favors by usurping 
much of the credit for the dramatic successes in price reductions on 
AIDS drugs. 

Jamie Love, one of the pioneer activists closely involved in the 
debate, finds the Clinton Foundation’s credit-taking inexcusable. For 
years, he argues, AIDS activists were on the front lines of the issue— 
canvassing the Hill, presenting rigorous arguments, and determinedly 
struggling to push down drug prices. Then the Clinton team arrived, 
he says, and wrapped itself in the glory. “It is a miscarriage of justice,” 
one prominent public health expert asserted, after “a lot of people put 
their lives on the line to make the first quantum leap.” Skeptics say 
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that the Clinton Foundation was simply pushing at an open door: drug 
prices had already begun coming down dramatically, and while the 
foundation’s pharmaceutical negotiations telescoped that process, cost 
reduction was inevitable. 

Taken aback by the criticism, Magaziner stresses that “while oth¬ 
ers made sincere progress this does not take away from the fact that 
we made it possible for very significant additional price reductions to 
take place on first line AIDS drugs.” Magaziner contends that other 
efforts had “hit a wall” before the Clinton Foundation stepped in. 
Although Magaziner himself has been a clear target for some of the 
activists’ criticisms, few deny that the Clinton Foundation’s innova¬ 
tive approaches and powerful commitment to the issue helped broker 
distribution deals and brought disparate forces together to make treat¬ 
ment more affordable. 

For Clinton himself, one poignant dimension has driven his foun¬ 
dation’s investment in AIDS: the former president’s stated regret at his 
administration’s stunning abdication of responsibility concerning the 
pandemic, from its reluctance to challenge the pharmaceutical indus¬ 
try on drug patents to its ban on federal financing for needle exchange 
programs to its inadequate leadership in fighting AIDS globally. There 
was understandable skepticism from various quarters at the revelation 
that, after leaving office, Clinton was finally primed to tackle the 
AIDS question. The former dean of Harvard’s School of Public Health, 
Howard Hiatt, confronted Clinton in 2002, scornfully asking why the 
former president felt able “to accomplish now what you didn’t under¬ 
take in your presidency.” The head of Harvard’s AIDS Institute, Rich¬ 
ard Marlink, expressed similar caution. “Everyone was worried,” he 
recalled. “Is this a campaign with photo-ops and press releases or a 
long-term commitment.?” Predictably, Clinton himself tried to shrug 
off the inevitable questioning of his motives. “I think it’s all a bunch of 
hokum,” he said, adding that “the reason I do this work I do is that I 
really care about politics and people and public policy.” 

As abject as Clinton’s unwillingness to lead on the global AIDS 
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crisis was, the former president acknowledges that his administra¬ 
tion’s greatest mistake was its failure to intervene in Rwanda’s 1994 
genocide. Among others, human rights activist Samantha Power has 
memorably excoriated Clinton’s team as “bystanders to genocide” for 
their reckless dithering while eight hundred thousand people were 
killed in a little over three months, and has greeted his postfactum 
mea maxima culpa with disbelief 

Whatever psychological factors may underlie Clinton’s decision to 
extend his work to Africa, his foundation’s programs in Rwanda have 
been welcomed by both its leadership and its people. After Clinton’s 
several-year effort to woo Paul Farmer, the doyen of international 
public health activism. Farmer agreed to collaborate in the founda¬ 
tion’s programs through his own esteemed organization. Partners in 
Flealth. Farmer told Clinton immediately that PIFl’s approach was 
different from Clinton’s business-model methods, and further pointed 
out that “we don’t do AIDS, we do comprehensive health care.” More¬ 
over, Farmer suggests that his thinking is “ideological,” in the sense 
that he is determined to make public health a right, not simply a 
“pragmatic” goal, as he interprets the guiding philosophy of the Clin¬ 
ton Foundation’s programs. Farmer was nonetheless enlisted, and his 
work to build a sustainable, high-quality rural health system for 
Rwanda (first piloted in one area and since scaled up) has been noth¬ 
ing short of astounding. Bringing funding and grantees together, 
rather than simply dispersing funds, Clinton’s role in Rwanda as in his 
foundation’s activities writ large has been more as a facilitator than a 
traditional grant-maker. 


The Clinton Global Initiative 

-es»e- 

At the inaugural gathering in September 2005 of the Clinton Global 
Initiative, an annual three-day fund-raising event held in New York 
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City and attended by entrepreneurs, corporate titans, foundation di¬ 
rectors, activists, and celebrities, Scottish entrepreneur Sir Thomas 
Hunter pledged $100 million for sustainable economic growth efforts 
to fight poverty in Africa. A pathbreaking commitment. Hunter’s 
pledge translated the following year into the Clinton-Hunter Devel¬ 
opment Initiative, a self-styled new approach to poverty alleviation. 

Strategically hosted during the days of the UN General Assembly 
meetings, the CGI partners individuals and institutions with develop¬ 
ment projects and focuses its energies on abiding planetary concerns, 
including climate change, access to education and health care, and 
poverty. Headmaster/impresario Bill Clinton presides over the gather¬ 
ing, a social networking occasion of sorts for the wealthy, underlining 
only one necessary condition for all pledges; that they result in a “sig¬ 
nificant public good.” A worthy philanthropic stepsister to the World 
Economic Forum in Davos (though the casts of characters increas¬ 
ingly overlap), the CGI is a newfangled charitable vehicle that is un¬ 
surpassed in its ambition. In its first two years, the gathering of over a 
thousand donors amassed more than $10 billion in corporate and indi¬ 
vidual pledges (though an effective penalty to deter deadbeat donors 
remains to be developed). 

Some skeptics have questioned the motivations of CGI donors, 
suggesting that they are acting only to further their own corporate 
bottom lines and self-interests. Others grumble that “grantors are in- 
centivized to do good deeds” simply “to bask in the approval of Bill 
Clinton.” For the Clinton Foundation, of course, this is exactly the 
point. The CGI’s guiding ideology—that financial interests must not 
be sacrificed at the altar of altruism—allows heads of industry not just 
to rub shoulders with the forty-second president, but to share a know¬ 
ing wink. At the 2006 gathering, for example. Virgin CEO Sir Richard 
Branson pledged to plunge his next decade’s profits from transporta¬ 
tion interests, around $3 billion, into fighting global warming, in 
particular by investing in new energy sources. Underscoring the cap- 
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italist’s advantage, Ted Turner explains that “he’ll probably make more 
money off this than he would off the airlines themselves.” 

The Clinton Global Initiative is part of a developing movement 
wherein the financial tools traditionally associated with the business 
world are applied to the ambit of social change. Philanthrocapitalism, 
as Economist eAitoi Matthew Bishop has dubbed it, signifies this inter¬ 
section of charitable and market-driven approaches. The investors 
expect that participating nonprofits will assume standard business mod¬ 
els of efficiency and long-term viability and will more easily achieve 
programmatic outcomes through a sustained influx of capital. Philan¬ 
throcapitalism has its share of critics, to be sure, one core objection 
being that market-based philanthropy on its own, without the neces¬ 
sary bulwark of powerful social movements, cannot generate funda¬ 
mental, transformative change. But that debate is in its infancy, and 
meanwhile the CGI marches on. 


Climate Change Initiative 

-es»e- 

The Clinton Foundation has also launched the Climate Change 
Initiative—which finds a rather idiosyncratic group, including Bran¬ 
son (again). Brad Pitt, and Rupert Murdoch, joining forces to confront 
the global warming crisis—another missed opportunity of the Clinton 
administration, as some have argued. (As president, Clinton fought a 
losing battle to pass an energy tax and was roundly criticized for not 
seeking Senate ratification of the Kyoto Protocol.) In explaining his 
decision to create a new initiative for climate change, Clinton tells a 
most likely apocryphal story; unable to locate compact fluorescent 
bulbs in all the sizes he needed to outfit his new home in Chappaqua, 
New York, Clinton quickly recognized the challenges involved in 
spreading environmentally sound practices throughout our culture. 
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On a macro level, Clinton realized that activists fighting climate change 
often confronted a woefully limited understanding of economic op¬ 
tions, profound undercapitalization, and incomplete markets. The fight 
against climate change, Clinton has said, “is in my view, for the United 
States, the greatest opportunity that we’ve had since we mobilized for 
World War 11.” 

In 2006 Clinton jump-started a climate change initiative proposed 
by eighteen leading cities around the world to reduce carbon emissions 
and increase fuel efficiency. In line with its general ethic, the Clinton 
Foundation resolved to work collaboratively with the hope of harness¬ 
ing collective market power to access climate-friendly technologies. In 
partnership with the Clinton Foundation’s Climate Change Initiative, 
the project generated significant forward momentum and the number 
of participating cities expanded, leading to the group’s new moniker; 
the C40 Cities. 

The Clinton Foundation’s methods in assisting the C40 Cities 
are markedly similar to the efforts of its HIV/AIDS Initiative. The 
CCI is creating its own procurement consortium by pooling the buy¬ 
ing power of an array of international cities to make energy-saving 
technology more affordable and to promote the expedient develop¬ 
ment of new technologies. Additionally, the CCI has created a part¬ 
nership with Microsoft to produce online tools that will allow major 
cities to “understand and improve their environmental footprint” by 
tracking their carbon emissions, and established a joint venture with 
five large banks—including Deutsche Bank AG, JP MorganChase, 
and Citigroup—with each committing $1 billion to renovate munici¬ 
pal buildings with green technology in fifteen cities. 

While encouraging of the CCI’s efforts and intentions, some envi¬ 
ronmental realists feel that the foundation’s initiative can ultimately 
have only a marginal influence on a problem of such meteoric propor¬ 
tions. Ira Magaziner responds that the Clinton Foundation’s business 
approach to the public goods problem and its emphasis on accelerat¬ 
ing markets provide a powerful complement to the advocacy and edu- 
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cation efforts of Clinton’s former partner, A1 Gore. (Clinton staffers 
would be happy to leave behind the gripe that “Gore envy” drives 
Clinton’s Climate Change Initiative.) 

Time will tell how effective the Clinton venture will be, but 
its multicity project is certainly not the first attempt to employ a busi¬ 
ness model to halt the damage from greenhouse gases. The market- 
driven policy tool of cap-and-trade, created originally to combat acid 
rain, is now a standard instrument in some industries to reduce emis¬ 
sions. Economist Paul Krugman has pointed out that “the idea of mar¬ 
kets in emission permits [has] long been accepted by economists of 
all political stripes.” Clinton’s notion of public-private partnerships 
to end global warming thus has time-tested precedents. 


Targeting Childhood Obesity 

-esse- 

Another effort that has gained Bill Clinton much attention is his com¬ 
mitment to reduce childhood obesity in America. Clinton’s personal 
struggle with weight gain as a child, his lifelong fast-food addiction, 
and his battle with heart disease—culminating in his quadruple by¬ 
pass surgery in 2004—make him a convincing spokesperson to tackle 
the damaging social problem. Under the Alliance for a Healthier Gen¬ 
eration arm of his foundation, Clinton has joined with the American 
Heart Association to get soft drinks out of schools, improve overall 
school nutrition, encourage physical activity for students, and engage 
health care providers and insurers to promote healthier lifestyle op¬ 
tions for children. Preventive cardiologist Dr. Arthur Agatston, creator 
of the South Beach Diet, says that “the long-term health ramifications 
of obesity are greatly underappreciated by the great majority of our 
political leaders,” but that Clinton is “an important exception.” 

To further the cause, Clinton has organized a series of partnerships 
with corporate entities including the National Basketball Association, 
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the Nickelodeon television network, and TV chef Rachael Ray. Yet the 
association with Ray stirred unexpected controversy for the founda¬ 
tion’s work. Not long before Ray’s Yum-O nonprofit organization joined 
forces with Clinton, the Food Network celebrity signed on as spokes¬ 
person for Dunkin’ Donuts. Although Ray’s appearances only showed 
her drinking Dunkin’ Donuts coffee, not eating donuts (“Everyone al¬ 
ways asks me how I manage my schedule, and the answer is coffee”), 
her alliance with the fast-food chain cost the Clinton Foundation credi¬ 
bility points among nutrition advocates. 

Members of the food industry have also signed on to Clinton’s 
antichildhood obesity crusade. Though some might compare their ef¬ 
forts to the spectacle of Philip Morris’s dubious antismoking initiative, 
several snack food companies have endorsed the Alliance’s food 
guidelines. And, in what interested parties have labeled a “landmark 
agreement,” major food conglomerates such as Kraft, Pepsico, Camp¬ 
bell’s, and Mars have committed themselves to a set of nutritional 
standards for food items sold to students throughout the school day. 
(The exception is the federally assisted National School Lunch Pro¬ 
gram.) The standards, which are voluntary and nonenforceable, 
consequently have their share of detractors. While applauding the 
companies’ intention to meet healthier standards, for example, the pres¬ 
ident of the School Nutrition Association underscored that it was no 
substitute for federal enforcement of school nutrition guidelines. 

As with his AIDS work, Clinton is just one of several players try¬ 
ing to remediate the sorry state of foods developed for and marketed 
to children. There has been a groundswell of activity from govern¬ 
ment agencies like Flealth and Fluman Services and the Federal 
Trade Commission, who have considered regulatory changes in ad¬ 
vertising, and from individual food companies dedicated to making 
child-oriented food more natural and less caloric. And just as some 
criticized Clinton for the priorities he selected in fighting AIDS, some 
nutrition experts have questioned Clinton’s approach to reducing 
childhood obesity. Joan Gussow, former chair of the Nutrition Educa- 
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tion Program at Columbia University’s Teachers College and pioneer 
of the locavore movement, is one skeptic. “[I] notice that he is getting 
on the bandwagon like everyone else,” she says of Clinton. “When 
someone points out that our whole food supply is a mess and condu¬ 
cive to obesity and we’re all eating a lot of mock foods instead of the 
real thing, then I’ll take them seriously . . . but I don’t think Clinton 
is on that bandwagon.” Similarly, Toni Liquori, architect of New York 
City’s school meals reform program, has complained that Clinton 
doesn’t “really seem to have a whole picture of food. Part of what is 
driving some of the major environmental problems today, what is a 
huge component of what factors into global warming, as well as child¬ 
hood obesity, relates to how we produce our food—but none of that is 
questioned.” 

Clinton’s small steps may be no match for the food-related prob¬ 
lems facing Americans today—the dearth of high-quality produce in 
poor neighborhoods, the ease of grabbing meals at fast-food restau¬ 
rants, the substitution of television and computer time for physical 
activity, all of which doubtless contribute to the obesity of American 
children. Whatever its specific effects, however, the former president’s 
call to arms may at the very least stimulate debate about how and 
what we should eat, fostering the momentum to build a healthier next 
generation. 



CONCLUSION 

The Future of the Ex-Presidency 


T here is no overarching theory of the ex-presidency, while shar- 
ing certain common elements such as legacy-building and campaign 
stumping, ex-presidencies have not followed any singular arc. Rather, 
throughout American history former U.S. presidents have fashioned diverse 
narratives of the postpresidential experience. Yet two significant develop¬ 
ments in recent decades—the commercialization of the office and the com¬ 
mitment to public service—signal a distinct direction for the future. 

Americans have traditionally wrestled with the problem of how to 
make best use of our former presidents—as there was no designated insti¬ 
tutional role once they left office and no clarity as to how their knowledge 
and insights might be harnessed. But the manifold opportunities the 
ex-presidency provides rendered moot the need to worry about their next 
phase. Instead, the concerns today have shifted to postpresidential respon¬ 
sibility and accountability. Namely, what should we expect from our for¬ 
mer presidents.? And what might be demanded of the ex-presidency.? 

The philanthropic endeavors of recent ex-presidents have changed the 
landscape of expectations as the public views firsthand former heads-of-state 
employing influence and access for salutary ends. The humanitarian assis¬ 
tance proffered by the Clinton Foundation and Carter Center and the 
envoy work of George H. W. Bush has become synonymous, for many. 
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with the ex-presidency. Will George W. Bush and his successors inevitably 
fall short if they neglect to engage similarly.? 

A positive by-product of the charitable work of Carter, Clinton, and 
Bush Sr. has been their ability to garner international goodwill. But George 
W. Bush has jeopardized these achievements by his patent disregard of 
multilateral engagement in his foreign policy leading to the United States’ 
reputational free fall. Will the restraints now set on American power re¬ 
duce the capacity for postpresidential influence abroad.? Will former presi¬ 
dents need to form associations with other world leaders instead of going it 
alone to make their mark.? 

Jimmy Carter, the quintessential maverick ex-president, is likely 
aware of the winds of change. As founding member of the Elders, an out¬ 
fit established specifically to mobilize ex-leaders and activists to work 
collectively to solve global problems. Carter understands the usefulness 
of multilateralism. As noted earlier, working in tandem with such worthies 
as Nelson Mandela and Mary Robinson, Carter has transferred his presi¬ 
dential gravitas into a broader body. Clinton, too, through his Clinton 
Global Initiative, has recognized that global problems perforce require 
transnational solutions. Others might take their cue from the Club of 
Madrid, a loose organization comprised of seventy former heads-of-state 
working in support of democratic institutions around the globe. As Amer¬ 
ican hegemony wanes, former U.S. presidents may find collective action 
a requirement not an elective. 


The Exploitation of the Ex-Presidency.? 

-esse- 

Beyond public service, capital accumulation has also become a feasible, 
full-time pursuit for exiting presidents. As we have seen, the panoply of 
economic opportunities didn’t always exist, causing some early ex-presidents 
to die penniless, and eventually inspiring Congress to establish a pension in 
response to Harry Truman’s plight following his White House tenure. In 
marked contrast, the dramatic increase in wealth now associated with the 
ex-presidency reveals a heightened exploitation of the office for personal gain. 

Today the spectacular windfalls amassed by our ex-presidents and 
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the absence of transparency in the funding of their exorbitant library ven¬ 
tures all raise serious questions about the defiling of the office. These are 
not novel concerns. The abiding fear of the Founding Fathers’ generation, 
and one that endured through at least the country’s first century, was the 
possibility of the private interests of ex-presidents demeaning the exalted 
institution. These anxieties were echoed when the presidential pension 
with its related perks was signed into law; its function was to ensure its 
recipient a life of dignity and to prevent the pursuit of transactions unbe¬ 
coming of a former president. 

At this juncture, however, when cashing in on the presidency has 
become routine, it is an opportune moment to consider what the public 
should expect from former presidents. Following the example of wealthy 
individuals like Lee lacocca, Michael Bloomberg, and Arnold 
Schwarzenegger, who at times have taken a salary of a dollar a year or 
less, would it not behoove our former presidents who earn millions, tens 
of millions, even, to decline their taxpayer-funded pensions.? Indeed, 
there are examples of former presidents withdrawing from select bene¬ 
fits: Nixon gave up his Secret Service protection. Carter didn’t accept 
money for his staff’s benefits, and Reagan refused his health insurance 
policy. Ultimately, it will take public pressure to shame our former presi¬ 
dents into action by demanding that they return to the taxpayer that 
which represents mere gravy to their bulging accounts. 

It is also in the public interest for former presidents to transparently 
disclose their income sources. Those who have stood at the pinnacle of 
American power have more than a leg up attracting well-remunerated 
opportunities. Whether it is George H. W. Bush consulting with a private 
equity concern heavily invested in the defense industry or Bill Clinton 
offering rainmaker services to Ron Burkle’s Yucaipa companies, their fi¬ 
nancial dealings must be above scrutiny. Due to the enormous reservoir 
of access and influence that presidents maintain and exert, and that 
these individuals will forever carry the honorific of president, it is unrea¬ 
sonable for the American people to be kept in the dark as to how they 
made their money. Using the office for personal enrichment, a matter of 
course apparently favored by George W. Bush, can hardly be denied. But 
shining a light on how ex-presidents accumulate their largesse is a neces¬ 
sary accompaniment to maintaining the dignity of the office. 
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Legacy Considerations 

-es»e- 

Presidential libraries over time have grown in size and monumentality, 
and the accompanying costs have required a greater intensity and scope 
in fundraising. No different than ex-presidential income statements, li¬ 
brary donations also lack disclosure requirements and demand greater 
transparency. When sovereign governments and the superwealthy are 
able to provide exceptional donations with no obligation to disclose their 
gifts, the public remains unaware of any possible quid pro quo. Assuming 
that one single federal repository for all presidential materials is not in 
the cards, there must be a way going forward to check these increasingly 
astronomical contributions. Many in the U.S. Congress agree that the 
donations present potential conflicts of interest and are pushing for dis¬ 
closure legislation. Louis Brandeis’s great adage—sunlight is the best 
disinfectant—could not then be more relevant. 

George W. Bush’s proposed policy institute may turn out to be a use¬ 
ful vehicle for spinning his presidency and, in turn, his legacy. Quite 
possibly, the forty-third president, who commandeered one of the most 
controversial administrations in American history, will employ his insti¬ 
tute to justify his policies and push for their furtherance. With a cadre of 
researchers and policy practitioners extolling the former president’s mes¬ 
sage through various media. Bush can ensure that his favored convictions 
remain in play. Like the modish quality of the libraries themselves in 
which most presidents tried to outshine their predecessors, if Bush’s 
so-called Freedom Institute is effective, the postpresidential think tank 
may become the wave of the future. 

The story of the evolving ex-presidency is far from over. With a general 
trending toward younger heads-of-state, the transition from commander-in- 
chief to citizen-in-chief increases in its significance. For some, the ex¬ 
presidency will even become a second career. In his final days Lyndon 
Johnson conceded “I can’t provide much go-go at this period of my life.” 
Going forward, Johnson’s lament will, no doubt, be more the exception 
than the rule. 
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